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CRITICAL PREFACE
Part I

It was declared by the Holy One of Israel, even Jesus Christ, both to the Jews of the
Eastern Hemisphere as well as to their brethren the Nephites of the Western Hemisphere: “Give
not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample
them under their feet, and turn again and rend you” (Mathew 7:6; 3 Nephi 14:6). The wisdom of
the Savior’s words is unmistakably clear: give not that which is precious to those who will not
appreciate it. Though my work be not holy in the same sense as the gospel of Jesus Christ, it is,
nevertheless, my pearl; and though I be forced to cast it before swine (i.e. academia and the
literary world) and see it trampled under their feet and though they turn again to try and rend me
for it, may they slip hard, for my novel, No Longer Mourn, constitutes a direct challenge not only
to the whole of academia but to the entire literary world. Paul, addressing the cultures of the
Romans and the Greeks, succinctly stated: “Professing themselves to be wise, they became
fools” (Romans 1:22). After ten years of study at three universities, this truth has never been
clearer to me. Consequently, I submit this pearl with the express purpose of putting down the
entire literary world and the whole of academia, proving what is truly possible with the help of
God and not of man.
As with all ideas, this novel germinated from the tiniest of possible seeds, buried in the
soil of writing assignments, moistened by the waters of possibility, and nurtured by the fertilizer
of fierce creativity. The title first came to me when I clicked through the pages of
PoetryFoundation.org and found a poem by William Shakespeare, Sonnet 71 entitled “No longer
mourn for me when I am dead.” I was searching for an idea from which to work and I read this
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poem and I thought about it for a while: “No longer mourn for me when I am dead / Than you
shall hear the surly sullen bell / Give warning to the world that I am fled / From this vile world
with vilest worms to dwell;” (Shakespeare 2-4). It is not a very long poem only fourteen lines,
the traditional sonnet form. And I thought if I must write something, I should probably write
about death.
It is not my favorite topic, death. Not that I have anything against it. What do I have to
fear from dying? It just seems to me to be a most hyper-dramatic subject and one greatly
overused, but, nevertheless, literary. The great themes of literature are always (and I use this
hyperbolic word with confidence) about love and death, about someone who has either fallen in
love or died or both. Love and death affect all of us. They are themes of connection and
disconnection, adjoining and separating, encounters and counters, meeting and parting. It is all
there, the entire gamut of literary exploration. And then I read: “Nay, if you read this line,
remember not / The hand that write it; for I love you so, / That I in your sweet thoughts would be
forgot, / If thinking on me then should make you woe” (5-8). And I thought: that is a great line. I
could use that. But what does it mean? What story does it tell?
As I pondered those lines, I could not figure out what story it told, and it was not until my
wife offered a few creative suggestions that I began to picture an old man who wanted a young
woman, whom he loved, to forget him if remembering him would bring her woe. I began to
wonder what he did. It must have been something bad. But what was it? What could he have
possibly done to bring her such great suffering?
He killed her father. That was it! And the twist: he killed the man she believes to be her
father. Even better.
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Of course, that twist was derived from the perspective of her father’s killer, which made
the truth of it uncertain. At first I resisted that uncertainty, but eventually I had to accept it
becoming a significant part of both the plot and thematic structures. According to the murderer’s
perspective, if that young woman only knew the truth, he might possibly be able to change her
feelings toward him. If he succeeded, it would fulfill the following lines: “O, if, I say, you look
upon this verse, / When I perhaps compound am with clay, / Do not so much as my poor name
rehearse, / But let your love even with my life decay,” (9-12).
It was perfect. I had two characters. I had a narrator and a naratee. I had a situation. And I
had the beginnings of a backstory. I just had to figure out exactly what that backstory was, not to
mention what the actual situation was in the present. But that “surly sullen bell”—if the man had
killed this young woman’s father, he had to be in jail—it had to be the sound of a prison door
lock.
I remembered back to my experience bringing food from the local grocery store in
Moscow, Idaho, to the county jail. I would enter the prison, my arms loaded with brown paper
bags, descend a set of stairs, and stop at a door. A buzzer would then retch and the heavy iron
door would swing open and I would quickly carry the food to the kitchens. The atmosphere
within those walls felt deeply repressive; many of the prisoners seemed surly and sullen; some
would even make rude gestures through their bars; and I felt an overwhelming sense of relief
every time I left.
So I had an old man sitting in jail, and the sound of that “surly sullen bell” was the sound
of a prison door lock. Maybe he was on death row, and maybe not. I didn’t know. All I knew was
that I had to figure out what happened, both how he killed the man this young woman believes to
be her father and how the man in prison could actually be her father.
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Part II

I was then faced with the problem of narration. Do I write this story in third person or
first person? After some deliberation, I decided to write the present story in third person as well
as in present tense in order to signify the present and differentiate it from the past. The backstory
of the old man in jail, consequently, would be told in first person as well as in past tense in order
to signify the past and, likewise, differentiate it from the present; nevertheless, marking the
character’s narration in quotes I could tell—given the fact that his story would be communicated
to another character—would quickly become cumbersome, for his narrative would fill a
significant portion of the larger story.
I determined to narrate his story without quotes, using quotes only for quoted dialog
between characters in the past. As a result, any dialog between characters in the present, I
decided, would need to remain consistent with the old man’s non-quoted narration, for any
quoted dialog between characters in the present would destroy dialogic consistency and most
likely confuse the reader.
By not quoting the dialog of the characters in the present I had also thought to conceal the
presence of the narrator as quoted dialog signifies the verbalization of another’s words by an
extradiegetic narrator and would, therefore, indicate the conspicuous presence of that narrator,
namely me.
In a further attempt to obscure the presence of the narrator, the story was also primarily
narrated without internal access to the characters’ thoughts, except the central characters, Eva
and Bane. As such, I wrote the events of the present story in third-person limited. Scenes and
character actions were shown rather than told, described rather than interpreted. While only brief
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glimpses of the internal mechanisms of the two central characters were provided in the
beginning, those glimpses slowly increased as the story unfolded—subtly drawing the reader
closer to these two characters and deepening the reader’s relationship with them over any other
characters through time.
By giving the reader increasingly greater access to their thoughts and feelings in time, the
reader’s relationship to the central characters, I believed, would intensify over the course of the
story rather than the reader’s awareness of and relationship to me, the extradiegetic narrator. By
narrating the external stimuli of the characters’ world, not only would the reader remain focused
on the characters’ features and actions and their surroundings, the reader would pay no attention
to the narrator as the narration slowly intruded on those characters. The reader’s interest,
therefore, would focus on the characters and deepen at the same time the narrator’s increasing
presence would continue to remain unnoticed. Such was the theory anyway. If at any time the
reader began to notice the third-person narrator manipulating him, the game, I recognized, would
be up, for the reader would be dissatisfied, knowing he had been sucked in and his thoughts,
feelings, and emotions taken advantage of, manipulated, even abused.
Thus the third-person narrative remained largely limited to external stimuli throughout
the story for all the characters except Bane and Eva. They were described, their actions depicted,
and their environments painted, which allowed the reader to not only focus on the stories of my
two central characters but also to interpret their peripheral imagistic world and the other
characters’ actions in relation to them. The theory was that when the reader came to understand
what he interpreted from the fictional world without being told what to understand, it would
intensify the dramatic dissonance between his perspective and that of the central characters,
perhaps increasing the conflict between his estimations and assumptions about the truth of that
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fictional world and theirs, between what his beliefs were about the story and those of the
characters’.
It was a technique built on the idea of dramatic dissonance, which is utilized in numerous
ways throughout the novel (explanations of which will undoubtedly unfold as this preface
continues) and is derived from N.J. Lowe’s work on plot in his book The Classical Plot and the
Invention of Western Narrative. In his book Lowe writes, “I want to suggest two things about
this abstractive aspect to the way we read narrative. First, the tension between our twin internal
models of the story is the source of the dynamic and affective element in plot….Secondly, by
controlling the flow of information about the story, the narrative text can to a large extent control
the way those models…disparities…are constructed in the act of reading” (Lowe 24).
I decided to take Lowe’s theory beyond plot by attempting to apply it to other creative
elements such as point of view, characterization, and theme.
By keeping the reader just at the edge of what the central character, Eva, really thought
and felt throughout the story, I had hoped to let the reader interpret what the character thought
and how she felt by her actions and reactions with a growing desire to know what she actually
thought and felt regarding the unfolding events. As the story unfolded, her thoughts and feelings
were increasingly divulged, functioning as teasers by allowing only enough internal information
to keep the reader wanting more while at the same time intensifying his interpretations of what
Eva might have been thinking and feeling until those thoughts and feelings finally took over,
plunging the reader into the story’s climax, during which his withheld desire for character
revelation would be quenched at last. It is at this point the character and reader would have
become one—united by overpowering thoughts, feelings, and emotions. All the while, the
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instigator of those thoughts, feelings, and emotions could remain entirely undetected, free to
manipulate at will.
Nevertheless, as the work progressed I was forced to change this technique on the
argument that readers would not connect with Eva as a character from the beginning and,
therefore, would not read past the first chapter. Consequently, a number of new chapters
developed; and it will be observed that Eva’s thoughts and feelings are presently divulged in full
throughout the novel. As a result, free and indirect speech also came to plaster the work from
beginning to end. Though this may depart from the poetics on which I had originally crafted
Eva’s character development, it is not a self-originating poetic contradiction and therefore I
claim no responsibility for it. Instead, I ask the reader to judge for himself whether or not the free
and indirect speech throughout the work as well as the internal character access the reader is
presently allowed from beginning to end does or does not distract from the theory that originally
informed this work. I am not acrimonious. No. Not acrimonious at all. I simply seek to express
my unwillingness to be held accountable for theoretical imposition that may or may not actually
work. If it works, great; I am not responsible for it. If not, well, that is entirely too bad; I am not
responsible for it either.
But I have gotten ahead of myself. Eva’s story as a central character did not actually
become clear to me until later stages of the story. In the beginning, her character functioned
merely as a listener for the first person narrative produced by Bane. Bane needed a listener;
otherwise, his story would essentially be meaningless. If he did not have a listener, what would
be the purpose of telling his story? Who would it effect and why? No one. Eva, therefore,
became the reason for Bane to tell his story. But what was Bane’s story?
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The dramatic dissonance in Bane’s story had to hinge on his being asked a question by
Eva that he would take a long time to answer, thereby leaving the reader in a place of sustained
dissonance in terms of plot until the answer to that question would later be revealed. The
question the reader then asks himself is: Why does Bane tell a roundabout story to Eva? Why not
simply answer her question? What does he mean by it? What does he seek to accomplish by it?
These became character questions that not only involved Bane but also his listener Eva. What
should her reaction be to his indirectness? What do her reactions or lack of reactions say about
her character? Furthermore, what do the interactions between these two characters indicate about
the complexity of their relationship? What does Eva want? What does Bane want? And why do
they act or react the way they do?
These became difficult questions to answer as Bane’s story unfolded in all of its historical
distraction, but it became apparent to me that though Eva is intent on knowing what happened in
the past, though she is determined to learn why Bane killed her father, she does not trust the
criminal she believes Bane to be and does not want to reveal anything about herself. She is
deeply mistrustful of him and the possibility of any personal exposure to this man might bring
her greater trouble. After all, he is a hardened murderer. Who knows what he could do to her if
he knows anything about her that he ought not to know? So she listens to his story carefully
while seeking to maintain a safe emotional distance.
On the other hand, Bane faces a completely different set of obstacles. It is apparent to
him that Eva is deeply reticent. Knowing what he knows about himself and his past, he must find
a way to navigate her prejudice against him and somehow lower her defenses in order to reveal
to her an answer that she might otherwise be unwilling to believe. He is under the challenge of
bringing her in a very short space of time from a place of deep distrust to a place of
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understanding and acceptance, even acceptance of him. Under pressure of her abrupt question,
Bane’s story begins just as abruptly as he seeks some place to start that will eventually and
effectively lead her to an un-embittered and unbiased understanding.
Bane’s story is two-fold. For the first half of his story, he seeks to relate the positive
relationship that existed between himself and Eva’s father and of his unwavering loyalty to him.
During the second half of his story, he seeks to relate how that relationship fell apart or, in other
words, how his loyalty toward her father never actually wavered but, rather, how that loyalty led
him to save her father from himself. Ultimately, Bane’s story leads to why he killed her father
through how her father was killed, but it requires a significant amount of backstory that departs
from Eva’s original question toward the furthest point the story can handle before it must make
its way back toward a settling of the question. As a result, Bane’s story follows a poetics in part
derived from Lowe’s analysis regarding plot: “Take these two points together”— namely, the
“tension” between our twin internal models of the story” and the “extent” to which the narrative
“control[s] the way those models…are constructed in the act of reading”—Lowe suggests, “our
desire for harmony between our two dissonant and incomplete story models makes us vulnerable
to sustained and purposeful affective manipulation” (24). Confused? Let me explain.
A writer makes an initial agreement with his reader through some character action or
event that the reader knows will logically conclude in some other action or event. After the initial
agreement is made, the story should depart from its next move, i.e. the logical conclusion, and
follow some detour of actions or events to the furthest point from the logical conclusion that the
story can handle before snapping back toward the logical conclusion, at which point, or soon
after, the story should end. For example, the writer begins his story at point A (the agreement),
sidesteps to point B (the dramatic bulge), and slides back to point C (the logical conclusion). The
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space between what is happening (i.e. the divergence to point B) and what should be happening
logically (i.e. the direct line between A and C) is the space that Lowe defines as “dissonance.”
This dissonant space is the space of tension.
In the case of Eva’s question to Bane, we know that Bane should answer her question and
we want him to. Why did Bane kill her father? But if Bane answers her question directly, the
story agreement made with the reader at the point of Eva’s question will immediately be
fulfilled, leaving the reader at an immediate end of the story. Consequently, there is no story, just
a question and an answer, the end. Besides, ignoring for a moment that it functions as a tool of
plot, how does one answer a complicated question like that anyway without producing a
complicated answer? As much as I would like to see someone try, the plain fact of the matter is it
would not happen. Nevertheless, in attempting to answer her question and going about it in an
indirect way, Bane’s story leads not only Eva but the reader on a divergent path, a path which
works in direct conflict with the reader’s internal mode of understanding.
First of all, the reader has not gotten a direct answer to the question, which leaves the
reader guessing at how each new point of information presented by the storyteller, Bane, may in
some way reveal the answer to Eva’s question. This act of guessing places the reader’s
conclusions regarding the story in direct conflict with the story Bane presents and all of its
indirect or missing elements. Everything Bane says, therefore, becomes evidence not only of his
character but a clue, if you will, to the answer that he will eventually supply. In this way, the
reader is caught between what he thinks is happening and what might actually be happening,
which is also a possibility. Consequently, the reader doesn’t know which story is the story that
tells the truth. According to Lowe, “All the while we read, then, we abstract. Along with the
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timelike stream of story information, we are also absorbing a series of clues, pointers, and hints
about the shape of the story as a whole” (25).
According to my poetics, this is entirely and concisely controlled and manipulated. In my
view, a story must be perfectly contrived. No work of fiction can be overly contrived. The
problem that arises is predictability. When a story is too predictable from point to point from
beginning to end, there is no interest in it. A story must depart from its logical conclusion in
order to ensure tension between what should logically occur in the story and what is actually
occurring.
In the words of Lowe, “What we, as readers, want is for our temporal and atemporal
models of the story to coincide; and all the while we read, we are actively on the lookout for
ways in which they will ultimately converge” (24). And it is this convergent point we so
desperately seek. We are dragged through sustained dissonance hoping to arrive at that
harmonious place of convergence at which point the story should end.
Nevertheless, in the process, a reader must be led soundly from one point to another if he
is to follow what he is reading. The writer, therefore, should know what he wants to achieve and
how he will set about to achieve it. A good writer conceives of everything in his story. This,
however, does not mean a writer should conceive of everything all at once—this would destroy
the delight of surprise—but he should not be unaware of anything while he is writing.
In the case of Eva’s story, for example, everything was not conceived all at once—which
makes her story, for me, somewhat surprising, although I cannot say I am completely surprised
by it. The story was first centered in Bane and Travis’s conflict and Eva was not much a part of
the story at all, except as a naratee to give purpose to Bane’s story. Curiously enough, her story
developed out of Bane’s. As a result, the story expanded both physically as well as intellectually.
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Originally, the story was structured as a five act, double framed narrative, in honor of
many of Shakespeare’s plays. Nevertheless, that structure changed as the story expanded
physically. Eva’s story came to fill the center space of the novel between visits to the prison, in a
way making Eva’s story the center of Bane’s story structurally and reinforcing the idea that Eva
is at the center of Bane’s story literally. It also expanded physically as it became apparent that
Bane’s story was a part of Eva’s story and that her experience needed to be more integral to the
story as a whole. Consequently, it became necessary to give her an introduction that would
present the novel as primarily her story before it led the reader deeper inside her story by
entering Bane’s. Furthermore, it became obvious, though Eva had remained largely reticent
during her meeting with Bane, that Bane’s story would have a significant effect on her given the
nature of the information presented her and that she would have some kind of intellectual and
emotional reaction to it, which resulted not only in the physical expansion of a greater number of
pages following Bane’s story but also an intellectual and emotional expansion toward the story’s
climax.
In other words, the story started at its center, an emotional and physical conflict between
Bane and Eva’s father, Travis, which ultimately came to surround Eva as it expanded outward
both forward and backward in time through the telling of Bane’s story to eventually encompass
Eva’s story as both central and peripheral to it, to ultimately include the visceral, peripheral
world surrounding Eva that completed the reality of her existence as though each story were an
entire planetary system inside the next with stories embedded inside stories embedded inside still
other stories. The story grew from its center outward to involve an increasingly larger fictional
universe, which is why Eva’s grandparents as characters ultimately came to initiate the story first
and foremost and finish the story last of all. They were but the final layer surrounding the whole
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of Eva’s story, which surrounded the whole of Bane’s story, which surrounded the whole of
Eva’s parents Travis and Cara’s story. Moreover, each story was framed by a beginning and end
cap that repeated, even mirrored, each other both at the micro and macro levels of story.
Nevertheless, this structural design was also interrupted when I was forced to revise my
work and provide internal access to the central character, Eva, throughout the novel, which
consisted of an extension of story both backward and forward as I wrote a new first chapter and
added a new last chapter focused primarily on Eva. In this way, Eva’s story became both
peripheral and central to her grandparent’s story just as her story was with Bane’s.
If this new structural design is consistent with the old in any way, it might be argued that
Eva’s story is now both peripheral and central to all of the stories (Travis’s and Cara’s, Bane’s,
and her grandparents). I do not know that this new structural design destroys the old; rather, I
would argue it merely deepens it. The story is now one of layers rather than one of acts and
frames or stories within stories within stories, which goes to show that the initial structural
design adapted to changes in story vision, making the structural design organic to the present
story—a result I am not opposed to. Instead, I would argue that it is neither better nor worse than
the original stages of structural design, simply different.
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Part III

While this story does not derive its structure or theoretical framework entirely from any
one writer or number of writers, many of the techniques used were certainly influenced by
literary ideas and tools discovered from different writers including: character, conflict, dialog,
chapter endings, and environmental characterization.
Returning to points I alluded to earlier regarding the breakdown between Bane and
Travis, I was struck by a few literary elements I found in Shakespeare’s plays: Taming of the
Shrew and Hamlet. In Act 1 of Taming of the Shrew the opening line states: “Enter LUCENTIO
and his man TRANIO” (Shakespeare 11). The line “his man Tranio” intrigued me. Throughout
the play we find Tranio deeply loyal to Lucentio not to mention extremely shrewd (no pun
intended). On the other hand, we find Lucentio overcome by his love for Bianca.
Bane’s character was essentially founded in the loyal, cunning Tranio while Travis’s
character was founded in the charismatic, love-struck Lucentio, and it was this character
dynamic that formed the basis of the story between Bane and Travis. Throughout the play we
find Tranio willing to go to any end for Lucentio while Lucentio thoughtlessly pursues his own
desires. The same can be said of Bane and Travis. Bane goes to any end for Travis while Travis
thoughtlessly pursues his own interests. Nevertheless, in light of the fact that the relationship
between Bane and Travis is retold by Bane, it was always a consideration that his story may not
actually be true, which creates the potential for ambiguity, although I am inclined to believe that
Bane is telling the truth myself. But because I created the potential for ambiguity in this story, I
realize that there is a slight inconsistency in my poetics. According to my poetics, if a writer does
not know the ins and outs of his own work, then he does not know his own work—and I do. On
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the other hand, I believe a writer should not encourage, by any stretch of the imagination,
interpretation born out of ambiguity.
Consequently, I am a hypocrite because that is exactly what I have done in this story, that
is, encourage interpretation born out of ambiguity. Nevertheless, I would argue that I am not
wholly inconsistent because I did not create the ambiguity with the intent to deceive, an act I
irrevocably abhor; rather, I wrote Bane’s self-narration in good faith—the faith that Bane tells
the truth of his own story—realizing, of course, that he could still be lying to me as well as Eva,
but I refuse to believe that. In my mind Bane is as honest and true and loyal as any man’s best
friend could possibly be, which makes him even stranger and more complex than perhaps I
realize, though not much more than what I have already imagined possible.
I wanted Bane to exhibit redeeming qualities in the extreme, qualities that could be
misinterpreted yet still be true, as unbelievable as they are honest. In this way a reader would
have cause to mistrust him at the same time that he could not but trust him, thereby maintaining a
condition of sustained dramatic dissonance of character. The problem I found is that I never
resolved this dissonance, that is, I never brought the reader to a place of conclusion about his
character, and, therefore, harmony. Instead, I left his character open, believably unbelievable,
true yet untrustworthy, with the intent to situate the reader in the same cognitive and emotional
location as Eva.
Considering this story is actually her story and considering the fact that she does not trust
Bane despite what he tells her, it is reasonable to think that even though she may think it is
possible he may be telling the truth she cannot be certain nor is she entirely willing to believe it,
and is, therefore, more conflicted than she was in the beginning, raising the story to a place of
elevated tension in contrast to its beginning.
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The only resolution that Eva got in the end was resolution with her grandparents, which
in my mind made the central climax a forever climax because its complexity never got resolved,
and by so doing, the story reached after Ovidian style conflict in which the desires of two parties
are satiated yet never satisfied; they are at an eternal impasse, rife with insurmountable conflict.
But did I actually achieve this? I do not know.
Whether I did or did not may not now matter. The revision imposed upon this work
resulted in a new last chapter in which Eva came to make peace in her own way with Bane.
However, as I consider how that peace is made, the question involving Bane’s fatherhood and
Eva’s identity is still in question which actually leaves the story at a new place of forever climax
because that complexity still does not get resolved.
Another element of character derived from Shakespeare involves the conflict between
Bane and Travis. Their physical conflict was inspired by the last scenes of Hamlet, during which
Hamlet and Laertes spar each other. It seemed to me to be an excellent way of incorporating
literary tradition as well as showing the final fight between Bane and Travis without actually
showing it. It was an attempt to draw near the emotional center of their physical conflict by
increasing their physical distance from it. By distancing the actual event from its immediate
emotional drama, I had thought to create greater complexity in the relationship between them as
well as avoid melodrama. Consequently, the past play-fight between them informs the reader
about their present real-fight while the innuendo of their present real-fight informs the reader
about the relationship that existed between them through their past play-fight. In short the past
play-fight indirectly informs the present real-fight while an underlying understanding of the
present real-fight informs the past play-fight. The reader is forced to read double meaning
through the entirety of events both past and present.
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As a result, the fight projects some curious dichotomies on both the present as well as the
past. Given the nature of the present situation relative to the past and vice versa, the fight is at the
same time light and dark, playful and dangerous, humorous and horrible, lighthearted and
serious, frightening and reassuring. As Bane comes to that part of his story which recounts how
he killed Travis, we are provided scenes of friendship between enemies. At the time Bane and
Travis were on stage together, they were close friends.
Moreover, their conflict was all pretend. It was an event between two friends pretending
to be enemies having fun playing their roles. The lightheartedness of the past situation comes
into direct conflict with the seriousness of the present situation it replaces, providing a sense of
foreboding darkness in their past play-fight and tending to sharpen our ominous projections
regarding the present real-fight while as the same time making us unsure about the validity of
any actual seriousness in the matter of their present real-fight and attempting to comfort us by the
possibility that everything that occurred in the present was as harmless as their past play-fight—
it is reassurance by the lack thereof—leaving us thereby with a sustained feeling of uncertainty,
second guessing, and bewilderment.
In this way, we are allowed to think and feel complex thoughts and emotions entirely on
our own and to make our own assumptions about the story that we perceive to be accurate, which
pits our view of the story against what actually is, further deepening the dramatic dissonance
between what is and what should be and causing us, in the words of Lowe, to “abstract,” that is,
to “[absorb]…clues, pointers, and hints about the shape of the story as a whole.” Furthermore,
we forget that the story is not real as we mentally explore the mysteries behind these events.
As far as dialog is concerned, I patterned Eva’s aunt Isabel’s dialog after some of Cormac
McCarthy’s dialog sequences in No Country for Old Men, not that it compares with the quality
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of technique used by McCarthy but it was nonetheless an attempt. For this reason, the
punctuation of Isabel’s dialog is greatly reduced. Apostrophes are left out. Question marks are
omitted. And her phrases are recorded colloquially such as when she says, “Everythin sounds
s’good I might as well buy a doll.” While the words may sound like “buy a doll,” she means
“buy it all.” She also does not fully speak her words which is why some of her words end in “n”
rather than “ing.” Whether her accent works for readers or does not matters not to me. I did not
write her dialog to be authentic. I wrote her dialog simply to make it grammatically different
from Eva’s using No Country for Old Men as a means to excuse the sparing use of punctuation
marks. Take, for example, the conversation between Llewelyn and Carla Jean: “Where’d you get
that pistol? she called. At the getting place. Did you buy that thing? No. I found it. She sat up on
the sofa. Llewelyn? He came back in. What? he said. Quit hollerin” (McCarthy 21). There are no
quote marks and very little punctuation. And I thought: If one of the great writers can do it, why
can’t I? So I did. Some might say that I don’t have the right, and second, because McCarthy does
it better; but that is entirely a matter of opinion. I say: Have what opinion you like. Isabel’s
dialog works for her character because her character was designed around her dialog which
makes her dialog an essential quality of her character, regardless of its regional or national or
local authenticity or lack thereof. She speaks the way she speaks purely on the basis of dialogic
experimentation.
From Ian McEwan’s novel Atonement I drew the idea of ending chapters in the middle of
dramatic high points in order to keep the reader reading from chapter to chapter: “He smiled, and
since he had reached the gap first, he paused to hand her through, as though it were a drawing
room doorway, and as she passed she felt him touch her lightly on her forearm. Or it may have
been a leaf” (McEwan 51). In this way, McEwan leaves the reader hanging on a dramatic
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moment that has enormous implications as he must read through the next one to three chapters
before returning to a continuation of that same dramatic moment. The same technique was used
by Ludovico Ariosto in Orlando Furioso. Of course, Ariosto’s story was in poetry, but the
technique was still effectively used from canto to canto. At the end of each canto, Ariosto
interrupts his characters’ most dramatic moments with the stories of other characters whose
stories were likewise last left at their most dramatic moments, so that each character’s story
interrupts another’s for one to five cantos in a way that creates a pattern of overlapping stories,
effectively arresting the reader’s interest regarding each character’s story from canto to canto
through keeping him constantly unsatisfied. While I recognize that I did not actually use the
technique of overlapping stories in my story, I did attempt to leave the end of each chapter at its
most dramatic moment, forcing the reader to read into the next chapter before reaching the
resolution of the last chapter. Such was the attempt anyway, and I do feel satisfied with the
unsatisfying dramatic ends of my chapters.
And finally another technique that I used throughout this work involves what I call
environmental characterization, meaning every physical description in the story, that is, every
tangible external depiction within the fictional world, is an indication of the perspective of the
characters, their thoughts and feelings, their relationships, their attitudes, their desires and fears.
It was a technique I gained from an exercise in John Gardner’s book, The Art of Fiction: Notes
on Craft for Young Writers, through which I learned to give characterization to characters by
describing the world according to their physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual perspective of
it. In this way, depictions of the fictional world reflect on the characters themselves and it is
through reading descriptions of their external environment that we come to understand their
perspectives and, therefore, their characters. It is a technique I noticed was effectively used in
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J.M. Coetzee’s work in The Master of Petersburg: “Unbuttoning his coat, unbuttoning his jacket,
he kneels, then pitches awkwardly forward till he lies flat upon the mound, his arms extended
over his head….He rubs his face in the wet earth, burrows his face into it. When he gets up there
is soil in his beard, in his hair, in his eyebrows” (Coetzee 9). The name of the character does not
even matter in this instance. The point is: the character’s son has died and been buried.
In this single moment, however, we are provided descriptions and see the character do
many things that are characteristically meaningful. By unbuttoning his coat and jacket, we see
him open up to his son, something he has never before done. He lies on the grave, burrowing his
face in the dirt as though he were hugging his son. What does he want? He wants to be close to
him. It is the sort of technique that drives non-literary people mad. They would say: It is just a
man who awkwardly rubs his face in the dirt; it does not mean anything. But what they cannot
seem to understand, what they have no appreciation for, is the technique of environmental
characterization. The character is soiled with remorse, with anguish at the sin of not repairing his
relationship with his son when he had the chance. And now the only way that he can be close to
his son is to embrace his corpse through the dirt.
Similarly, in my story we find a moment of environmental description near the beginning
that points out an event in the story and characterizes Eva’s grandmother: “A fine mist hovers
inches above the ground, the last remnants of a rainy evening holding on to morning’s shoulder,
not wanting to let go of the security of a familiar land.” And what is the significance of this line?
Grandma is a fine, even queenly, woman, but she is also a hoverer. She is so clingy that
she cannot let her granddaughter make a decision without her knowing about it and giving her
input first even when her granddaughter is old enough to think for herself. Not only can she not
let her granddaughter decide for herself without meddling in those decisions, she is an emotional
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wreck over the choice her granddaughter has just made in leaving without telling her. As the
overprotective grandmother she is, she can neither physically nor mentally let her granddaughter
go; and she is overcome with mist—excuse me, grief—at her granddaughter’s actions.
The different literary sources that influenced this work were simply that, different literary
sources. If there is any connection between them, it would be that each literary source presented
technique that seemed worth trying, if not simply for the sake of experimentation: “I tried that
technique; how about this one!” It was not unlike diving in a stormy sea under reach of that
Higher Light from shore. It was not done by trial and error. I knew what I was doing, at first. But
when my muscles finally gave out and all motivation failed me, the questions that concerned me
most were not “Am I going to live through this?” or “Will it turn out right?”, rather, they were
“What will this creative angle do?” or “What will happen if I submerge using that fictional
device?” or “What will the emotional temperature be if I leap from this literary reef?” Though I
amused myself with the gamble of every imaginable plunge toward what I believed was an
inevitable drowning, my Light went deep and I found my pearl.
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CHAPTER ONE
~ The Bus ~

Eva’s heart pounds as she shuts her bedroom door. It is semi-dark in the window. She
draws the white drapes shut on either side and looks over her shoulder at her bed. She
approaches it, kneels down, drags her suitcase out from under it, bounces the suitcase on the bed,
and unzips it. She has only begun to fill it when she pauses and sits down on the bed and gazes
over the mess she has created. Shirts and jackets, jeans, skirts, a dress suit and pairs of folded
socks litter her covers. Clothes are crammed in every available compartment of her suitcase
without care or caution. It is a complete disaster.
She looks at her opal earrings lying on top of her nightstand. She swipes them off it and
pushes them into the top pocket of her suitcase.
She needs to hurry. The bus will arrive in twenty-five minutes.
She was up far too late waiting for her grandparents to go to bed before she could get a
move on. As her grandparents talked softly in the kitchen, Eva sat listening to their voices over
the noises of the television, wondering when they would finally turn in. Mormor and Bestefar
never went to bed that late. It had to be soon.
But instead of going to bed, they unexpectedly joined her in the living room, and, to her
dismay, sat down on the couch beside her, neither of them caring when she switched channels or
how many channels she flipped through. It seemed nothing would deter them. They just sat there
staring pleasantly. They sat there so long Eva grew worried her bus might come and go before
she ever had the chance to pack.
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The only way she could pack was to do it that night, after her grandparents were in bed,
because if she packed any earlier Mormor, she was certain, would find out and ask her what she
was up to and it would all be over.
She repeatedly glanced at the clock, watched anxiously as its arms wrestled away the
time, yawned, tried to sound casual as she remarked how late it was getting—but her
grandparents simply did not get the message—and finally asked if there was anything they
wanted to watch and gave up the remote and walked into the kitchen for a glass of water, hoping
it might encourage her grandparents to go to bed.
She began to sweat as she held her glass in front of her and waited and listened.
To her surprise and relief, it worked; she heard the television snap off, heard her
grandparents groan up off the couch and shuffle tiredly down the hall. She turned on the sink and
filled her glass and waited for their door to shut. When she heard its faint click, she peaked
around the corner and waited for a long time. Only when the silence reassured her that her
grandparents were in bed did she dash to the kitchen sink, carefully place her glass in the bottom
of it, tiptoe down the hall, and slip into her bedroom.
As she hastily rams mismatched socks, a rubber-banded roll of money, and her travel
tickets into the top pocket of her suitcase alongside her earrings, she is interrupted by a noise in
the hall. She stops. Her head snaps up. Someone has gotten up to go to the bathroom. Her
grandparents are not asleep after all. She watches her door and listens closely.
The bathroom sink turns on and off; a door opens; footsteps fade down the hall; and
another door closes.
Eva breathes once more and packs more frantically still.
~

~
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Eva stared at an old tape recorder on the carpet in front of her. She was lying on her
stomach, elbows planted on the floor, heels raised. She reached out and pressed down the play
button for the hundredth time. It clicked and the reels started to move. Her parents’ voices
sounded scratchy in the recorder, like something old and distant, barely there. She could hear her
own garbled voice along with the happy voices of her parents encouraging her to talk.
If her parents had known that one year later they would both be killed, would they have
spoken differently in the recorder? Would they have told her they loved her? Would they have
given her some future advice?
Besides a pair of earrings her mother had worn and that news article about her father’s
murder, it was the only living vestige of her parents that she had. Of course, there were
Mormor’s stories, but those stories were ambiguous, mixed up, riddled more with how she
wanted to think of them rather than how they actually might have been. Was it true that her
father had been killed by a madman? Her grandmother never said much about it. In fact, she
never said anything about it. Mormor did not approve of her daughter living in America with a
man who she claimed never allowed her to come home. Consequently, Mormor spoke precious
little of Eva’s father. His life was almost a complete void in her grandmother’s narration. Mostly
she just told stories about Eva’s mother before she was married. What little Eva knew of her
father’s death she learned from a news article she discovered while prying through her
grandmother’s lockbox. Evidenced by its jagged and sometimes torn edges, Mormor had clipped
the article out of the paper in an angry fuss. The man who murdered her father, she read, had
been jailed in Idaho, sentenced to life in prison.
Eva listened to the laughter of her parents, listened as they cooed at her own muddled
sounds.
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“She’s got quite a tongue on her, doesn’t she?” her father said.
“She’s beautiful,” her mother said. It sounded like she gave her a kiss.
Eva touched her cheek and wondered how much like Mormor her mother might have
been if she was still alive or whether she might have been more like Bestefar. Eva smiled at the
sound of her mother throwing her in the air and catching her. Eva hoped that she would have
been more like Bestefar.
“Just don’t drop her,” her father said.
“I won’t,” her mother said.
And then came the sound Eva waited for—the sound she expected every time she listened
to this recording—the sound of a thud followed by a baby’s explosive wail and the sound of her
mother trying to comfort her: “It’s all right. Don’t cry.”
“I told you,” her father said, just before the tape cut to another recording.
Eva wondered whether she had been dropped on her head or if her mother had merely
tripped and hit something and startled her. She rewound the tape. She played it again and again.
First the thump, then her cry, then her mother’s reassuring words, and then, “I told you.”
She wondered if her parents had fought. Whose parents didn’t? If they fought anything
like Mormor and Bestefar, though, they would have been pretty dull fights. Eva guessed it would
have depended on what her father was like, but she had no way of knowing. Her aunt Isabel had
told her things about her father; but just like Mormor, everything she had said was sketchy, her
narrative pocked so full of holes it was impossible to tell whether she told the truth or whether
she just made up stories in place of actual memory.
~

~
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Eva has twelve minutes before the bus will arrive at the bus stop at the end of the road; if
she runs, she can make it in five; but it might not go over so well pulling her suitcase. It is going
to take her longer. Maybe she can make it in six; she isn’t sure. She sits on her suitcase and
crushes her clothes, clothes that make her suitcase bulge like an overstuffed block. Clothes stick
out of it on every side. She has got to hurry. She tucks back loose tongues of cloth with her
fingers, drops hard on her suitcase, wrestles it, and zips it closed one difficult centimeter at a
time. Her bed is still a mess. Anything she cannot fit into her suitcase she tosses recklessly into
her closet and closes its doors with effort. They push back. She pushes harder. They push again.
She opens the doors, kicks away a shirt desperately reaching for its freedom, and finally forces
them shut.
Her suitcase is still only half zipped when she returns to her bed. She body slams it and
hopes the zipper won’t pop as she yanks it with gritted teeth around the last two corners. Her
suitcase looks like an overweight criminal stuffed in a square suit. She stands back and considers
it. Good enough.
She tries to lift it, but it is as heavy as cast iron and does not budge. Instead, she manages
to make it tumble off and jumps out of the way. It hits the floor with a loud thud. Eva stops and
listens. There is no sound. She looks down at her suitcase and notices she has forgotten to zip the
top pocket. It is still wide open. That could have been bad. She forces it closed one mighty tug at
a time. The last two centimeters go relatively easily; though overall, she might have gotten the
neighbor’s mule to move sooner.
Finally, she is ready. She looks over her room and notices her drawers are still hanging
open and her covers have been wrecked in the battle with her suitcase. She stumbles over her
stone block, smooths her covers straight, pushes her drawers closed, and listens. Still no sound.
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She looks at her watch. Seven minutes. It will be close. She snatches a letter she wrote to
Mormor the night before from the drawer of her nightstand and props it beside her pillow and
opens her door as quietly as she can. It releases a terrifying squeak that makes her leap.
Bestefar had said he would fix that door but it has now been six months and she wishes
she had fixed it herself. If that door gives her away, she will kick a hole through it.
She peeks out. The hall is empty. She determines to make a run for it and darts down the
hall, dragging her suitcase behind her. It rolls quietly over the carpet; but when she reaches the
kitchen, it makes a loud clunk onto the wood and roars across the floor. Eva stops—listens—tries
to lift the suitcase to carry it outside, but it is no use. It is just too heavy. Suddenly, a voice
comes from her grandparents’ bedroom. Mormor has called her name. Eva looks around in panic
and leaves her suitcase in the kitchen and goes back to her room. She just slips inside it when
Mormor’s door opens and she comes down the hall. Eva jumps on her bed and opens a book
from her nightstand and turns her back to the door.
It’s over. If Mormor catches her now, she will never make it out. Mormor appears in
Eva’s open doorway on her way to the kitchen and stops as she glances in on Eva.
Everything all right, Brownie? she asks.
Eva looks at her over her shoulder. Just fine.
It sounded like you were in the kitchen.
Eva looks back at her book, thinking fast, her eyes widening. If Mormor goes into the
kitchen now, it will all be over. She will see the suitcase and won’t stop asking questions until
she knows exactly what Eva is up to. I was in the kitchen, she says.
What were you doing in the kitchen?
Getting a drink of water.
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I meant just now.
I wasn’t in the kitchen just now. I was reading.
Mormor looks at her closely. It is a good thing Eva’s hair is covering her ears because
both of them are now as red as pine berries.
Everything is fine, Mormor, she insists.
Then what was that noise? Did you hear that noise?
What noise?
Mormor looks uncertain as she glances down the hall. Maybe I better get Carol and have
him check the back door.
Eva sits up. Do not bother him. I will check it. You go back to bed.
What is wrong, Brownie? You seem distressed.
It is because I should not have started reading. Eva slides off her bed and approaches her
door. Mormor watches her closely. Eva turns and kisses her on the cheek. Stop worrying,
Mormor, she says. I will make sure the back door is locked, all right? You go back to bed.
Eva feels Mormor’s eyes on her all the way down the hall. Eva passes her suitcase
standing upright in the middle of the kitchen and tugs dramatically on the backdoor lock so as to
make certain Mormor hears it and returns to her bedroom but just as she rounds the corner she
meets Mormor and jumps backward, throwing her hand to her chest.
Did she always have to be in the kitchen! Kitchen. Kitchen. Kitchen. The kitchen was
Mormor’s royal court and her wooden spoon her scepter of supreme authority. She was a loving
grandmother but she hovered like nobody else’s mother, or grandmother for that matter. Eva
couldn’t go anywhere without Mormor knowing about it. And it only grew worse the older she
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got. Mormor was as invasive about her business as her grandfather wasn’t. Was she trying to
protect the daughter she had lost in America or was that the way all grandmothers were?
Mormor never told her how her mother died. Anytime Eva asked, Mormor would pull out
her spoon and threaten a spanking so severe Eva would hardly have been able to stand afterward.
Not even her grandfather would tell her anything about it for fear of upsetting Mormor. Eva once
promised him she would never tell anyone if he told her, but her grandfather just looked at her
and said he would respect Mormor’s wishes.
You scared me, Mormor.
Is the door locked?
Eva tries to block the hallway as best she can without making it appear like she is trying
to block it. It’s locked.
Mormor turns, looks curiously back at Eva, kisses her on the forehead, and wanders back
down the hall. Eva waits until Mormor’s door closes again before she slips down the hall and
into her own room. She sits on the bed and listens. As she does so, her eyes drift over her letter
lying on the bed beside her.
Good night, Mormor, Eva says through the wall.
She waits until she hears no further indication of Mormor’s movements. Then she hears
Bestefar’s voice. Apparently he has responded to something Mormor has whispered to him.
Eva’s grandfather was from Texas; her grandmother, from Norway. They had met in the
United States; though shortly after marrying, Mormor grew uncommonly homesick and insisted
Bestefar move her back home. Eva loved her life in Norway—certainly, no girl could have asked
for a better life—but remaining in Norway would not bring her the answers she sought. She
could no longer be satisfied with the snippets she got from Mormor, that news clipping, or that
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scratchy old tape. If anything, they had made her more curious. Like the tape, she had poured
over that news clipping so many times she could recite it by memory. It was now yellowed and
frayed, and there was a rip down the middle where she had once folded it in her hurry to put it
away before Mormor caught her.
Eva hears their bed creak and knows that Mormor is finally lying down. Eva fixes her
letter against her pillow again, and tiptoes back down the hall. She looks at the clock on her
phone as she stops in front of her suitcase. She should already have been at the bus stop. Eva taps
her phone hard and thrusts it into her pocket. Maybe the bus will be late.
She places her hand on the handle of her suitcase, carefully lowers it to a manageable
angle, her muscles straining at its weight, and rolls it ever so slowly towards the door. Eva
unlocks the door and opens it carefully. The cold night air rushes in around her legs. She has to
move quickly or the air will give her away. She feels her suitcase tug at her arm as she pulls it
through the door. The wheels catch the lip of the door and the suitcase will not move any farther.
She will have to lift it if she wants to get out without any noise. Eva bends down and heaves with
all her might. The first time, it does not move. The second time, it is just enough for the wheels
to roll over the lip and outside. Eva pulls the door closed. All she can do is hope that Mormor
hasn’t overheard her while she is talking to Bestefar. She is probably trying to tell him her
laundry basket full of concerns about Eva and Bestefar probably is not listening. Mormor will
talk until she realizes, like always, she is only talking to herself before she finally drifts off to
sleep.
Eva looks down the stone steps. How is she going to get her suitcase down that? She rolls
her suitcase forward. It sinks to the next step so fast she has no time to brace herself and nearly
topples over it. The second step, she lowers it a little more slowly but it nearly jerks her arms out
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their sockets. Every step down, her suitcase makes a loud thud. But she does not have time to
worry now about how much noise she is making. She will have to make a run for it if she wants
to make it on time. The bag rolls loudly behind her as she jogs down the dirt lane and even more
loudly as she races down the paved road. Eva does not know how she will get her suitcase up
into the house again if she misses the bus. She can only hope she has not missed it.
The moon is bright in the evening sky; the sun, low over the horizon. When she arrives at
the bus stop, she is entirely alone. It is chilly, and she left without her coat. She only has a light
jacket but it is packed and she does not dare to open her suitcase for fear that all of her clothes
might spring out of it and she will not be able to get them back in it before the bus comes, if,
indeed, there still is a bus.
But there is no bus in sight, not in either direction. Until now, Eva never thought about
which direction the bus would be coming from and is not sure in which direction she should
watch for it; so she watches both ways, turning her head every so often to stare down the road in
the opposite direction, but with each passing minute it becomes painfully obvious that there is no
bus. She has missed it. Eva waits twenty-minutes. And still no bus. Every minute that ticks by
the feeling that she has missed it grows stronger until finally she pushes her suitcase over in a
complete loss of dignity and reason and sits down on it and starts to cry. But she has not cried
long before she sees a pair of headlights coming up the road.
Eva squints and looks at her watch. It is thirty minutes past time. Eva is skeptical.
Nevertheless, she does not avert her gaze from those distant headlights. She wipes at the corners
of her eyes with her shirt sleeve and waits. Her insides gradually calm. Maybe it is the bus after
all. As the lights draw near and the sound of an engine grows louder, Eva becomes suddenly
more hopeful. She stoops and heaves her suitcase back onto its wheels again and waits. She
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wipes at her eyes one last time. Do they look puffy? No one will see anyway. It is, after all, dusk.
The lights are nearly upon her now, but to Eva’s dismay it is only a semi driver. The truck’s
engine breaks chide her for standing so close to the road alone and in the middle of the night. It
clips by her, whipping her about in the wake of its wind. But Eva is too distraught to notice. She
folds her arms in defeat and tucks her hair behind her ear, turns, and drags her suitcase back
down the road toward home. She has missed her chance. She does not know what else to do but
to go back home and unpack everything before her grandparents wake up. No matter what time
they went to bed, they were always up at four in the morning. Eva looks at the clock on her
phone. It is only four hours from that time.
Eva wonders whether she will be able to get her suitcase back into the house and
everything in it unpacked before then. But what does it matter? What does it matter if she does
not get it unpacked? What does it matter if Mormor knows now? It has all been a waste, all that
time spent researching the location of her father’s killer, all that work making plans to go to
America, all that money spent on bus and plane fare. Can she get any of it back? Maybe she
deserves to lose it. But whether she deserves to or not, it is all gone, and that is that.
It had taken Eva two years to work out how she would get to America on her own. She
had made plans to visit Aunt Isabel in Texas, her father’s closest cousin, and, while there, fly to
Idaho.
When she was young, Bestefar often took her to America to visit her aunt. Mormor never
liked the idea of Eva going to America, but Bestefar had insisted it was healthy for Eva to know
her other side of the family. Bestefar never said it, but Eva realized that his taking her to see
Aunt Isabel provided a convenient excuse to visit his own family. His oldest brother only lived
two hours from Aunt Isabel’s.
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But Eva didn’t mind. She loved travelling with Bestefar. Every trip to America, he would
buy her burgers and cotton candy and take her to an American movie before leaving her for the
week to visit his siblings—Eva’s great aunts and uncles, people she never met, people who
sounded so old she was surprised they had not already died. They were like walking corpses, the
living dead! Her grandfather happened to be the youngest of thirteen children, his oldest brother
thirty years older than he was.
By the time Eva reached the age of eight, however, Bestefar stopped taking her to
America. Perhaps it was because Bestefar’s siblings had all died. She was never sure. Her
grandfather simply failed to plan their yearly trip. Though Eva continued to stay in contact with
Aunt Isabel by letter, the time between letters steadily lengthened until one day there were no
more letters to be written or received; and it was not until several years later, when this obsession
took hold, that she reached out to her aunt again. It was fortunate Aunt Isabel still had the same
cell phone number; otherwise, Eva might not have been able to get a hold of her.
But what does that matter now? Every effort she has made to get to America is wholly
and irrevocably crushed by the blunder of a missed bus.
She is so preoccupied by these thoughts it is hardly surprising that she fails to notice a
small pair of headlights slicing down the road in her direction. If she looks up, she will clearly
recognize the bus, but she does not. Instead, she keeps walking. She is so preoccupied she does
not even hear the noise of its engine as it rapidly approaches, so preoccupied she hears nothing
above the conversation in her head and the wheels of her suitcase wining over the asphalt. Eva
approaches the dirt lane to her grandparent’s house. She stops at the corner just as the bus
disappears at a deep dip in the road and glances one last time down the road in either direction,
seeing nothing, before finally turning down the lane and leaving the road behind her.
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The bus rises out of the dip.
It was all a foolish idea anyway, going to the United States. She is better off not knowing.
Besides, the matter of seeing her father’s killer face to face has been a mental hurdle she has not
quite gotten over. Now that it comes to it, she cannot imagine herself actually seeing him. Now
that it is over, now that she is not going to see him after all, she feels, in some strange way,
relieved. So it was a waste of money; it is better this way.
She wonders what kind of man her father’s killer would have been. A big man or a short
man? A crazy man or completely sane? Would he have been cunning and vicious or candid and
kind? Would he have told her what she wanted to know or would he have just sat there and not
told her anything? There really is no way of knowing. If only she had been able to meet him.
Eva has not gone far down this road of thought when the bus’s lights stroke her back and
she sees her shadow careen out in front of her. She looks back as the bus passes the end of the
lane.
Her eyes widen and her heart strikes a new beat. She does not have a moment to decide
what to do or not to do or whether she should go through with it all or not. She has only to act on
instinct.
It is an instinct that flips her around and forces her after the bus at a full run. She is going
to miss it for certain. She knows it now more than ever. No one in that bus will ever see her
running after them in the half-light. She is completely invisible. She should have stayed where
she was. But she didn’t. Her bus is suddenly within reach and she is going to miss it. The bus
driver will not see anyone at the bus stop; and when he does not, Eva is certain he will drive on.
She runs as fast as she can, but her suitcase is giving her an especially hard time of it. She should
leave it. She should leave it or she will never catch the bus. She should leave it and just go
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shopping with Aunt Isabel when she gets to Texas. Who needs clothes anyway? She can go
without clothes until she arrives in America. Eva turns onto the asphalt road, still pulling her
suitcase behind her. It rocks perilously, rolling on one wheel at time. If it tips over, she is done
for. She fights to steady it as she runs, but it is now entirely out of control; and if she does not
slow down, it will tip over. Just leave it. The bus bears down on the bus stop, but it does not stop.
Eva stops and clutches at her chest as she watches the bus drive past it. She is too late.

“What is it, Brownie?”
“I’m fine.” Eva wiped her eyes.
“Are you sure? You look sad and exhausted all at the same time.”
“Nothing’s wrong.”
“You are not telling me the truth.” Mormor raised her spoon. “I can tell. Your ears are
going red.”
Eva covered her ears.
Mormor pulled her into a hug. “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”
“It’s nothing, Mormor.”
“It is to something, but you are not going to tell me what it is and I cannot stop you.”
Eva hugged her back and looked her in the face. “Don’t try, Mormor. Let me make lunch.
You sit down.”
“I won’t be able to sit down until I know what has been bothering you.”
“Nothing is wrong. Trust me.”
Mormor turned, listening. “What is that?”
Suddenly, Eva wished she hadn’t left the recording on.
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“Have you been listening to that tape again?”
“No.”
“Your ears are going red again.”
“Okay. I was listening to it.”
“How many times have I told you to be careful with that tape?”
“I know.”
“The more you listen to that tape the more you are going to wear it down. It won’t last if
you keep listening to it. What if it snaps?”
“It already has.”
“It has!”
“Don’t worry, Mormor. I fixed it. It was an easy splice. That’s all.”
“Did you lose any of the recordings?”
“Only half a word somewhere in the middle.”
“See, I told you. Turn it off, and put it away.”
Defeated, Eva did as she was told.

Just then the bus’s break lights brighten, lighting up the entire countryside behind it, even
Eva. It as though the world has been swamped in blood and Eva has dived right in the middle of
it. She glows like a red beacon. Apparently, the bus driver realized he overshot his target. The
bus backs up a hundred feet down the road, allowing Eva to catch up to it; but just as she reaches
the back end of it, the bus lurches and begins to move on again. Eva smacks the side of it
repeatedly with her fist, giving the nearest passenger a start. He lifts his face off the window
above her and looks down. His mouth moves rapidly, and the bus stops again.
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Completely out of breath, Eva scuttles to the front of the bus and flails her arms at the
doors as they open and falls onto the bottom step. The bus driver looks down at her sucking air
uncontrollably and reaches out to help her. Eva looks up. It is a woman. She takes the woman’s
fat hand and literally crawls aboard.
Have you got any luggage? the woman asks.
Eva nods but no words come out. She is still struggling to breathe as she hands the
woman her ticket. The woman takes it and heaves herself from her seat and lumbers down the
steps. The woman loads Eva’s suitcase into the side of the bus as Eva drops in her seat and
blacks out.

16

CHAPTER TWO
~ The Letter ~

It is quiet in the house.
Eva! Breakfast!
Kjersti pauses at the edge of the kitchen with her wooden spoon in her hand. She listens,
but there is no reply. She is portly with wavy, pinned-back hair and wears a white apron around
her waist.
Eva, she calls again.
No answer.
What is wrong with that girl? she says. She should be up by now.
The fabric of her clothes fusses as she bustles down a dimly lit hallway. A door opens.
Kjersti stands in the doorframe, staring into a bedroom. The light from the small window reveals
a room empty but for a few pieces of wooden furniture and a neatly made bed.
Kjersti turns back into the hallway. Eva, she calls. She looks in the bathroom. She looks
in the living room. She looks through the window into the yard, opens the front door, shades her
brow against the sun with her spoon, her other wrist turned backward against her hip.
A fine mist hovers inches above the ground, the last remnants of a rainy evening holding
on to morning’s shoulder, not wanting to let go of the security of a familiar land. The land is
green, rich, wild—distorted in its alarming transformation from night to day. The mountain rises
sharply in the distance. Snow still clings to its hard northern face. A lamb roams out of the reach
of its mother. Kjersti’s spoon drops to her leg, and she walks back inside.
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She reenters the kitchen, momentarily pauses beside the table as she picks at a sliver in
her spoon, and finally crosses the floor. She lays her spoon beside the stove and kneads a lump of
dough on the counter. A figure passes in the window. The kitchen door opens; Carol enters in
thick black boots and a gray wool turtleneck, hangs a red scarf on a peg, and shifts the handle of
a pan on the stove that is in his way. Kjersti’s eyes turn toward him and back to her dough. Have
you seen Eva this morning? she asks.
No. Carol sits at the table. A white goatee shields his chin.
Her breakfast is getting cold.
Did you look in her room?
She is not in the house. Perhaps she is out in the yard. Did you see her go out? Kjersti
peers through the window.
I didn’t see her go out, but maybe she went out to feed her lamb. You did look in her
room?
I tell you she isn’t there. Her bed was made.
That’s a first.
I am worried.
Carol stands and pushes in his chair. Look in her room again, he says. I will look out in
the barn.
Kjersti’s eyes shift over her shoulder. She pushes her dough away, rinses off her hands,
dries them on a towel hanging from the refrigerator, and snatches her spoon from the counter.
She enters the bedroom again. She glances around the empty room and this time she
notices an envelope propped against a pillow. She wonders why she didn’t notice it before and it
gives her a start of fear. She moves forward slowly, and lifts it. It reads: Mormor. She drops her
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spoon on the bed and opens the envelope and removes a leaf of paper. As her eyes scan the page,
a look of concern grows on her face. The paper plunges to her breast as she reaches out and
steadies herself against the bedpost. She lifts the paper again, reads it, and slowly sits on the bed.
Her silence is interrupted by a thump from the kitchen door and the sound of shoes on the floor.
Kjersti looks up and pushes herself from the bed.
Did you see her go out? I didn’t see her go out. The words echo in her ears.
Carol, she shouts, departing the bedroom and trotting back through the hallway. Carol,
she’s gone.
What are you shouting at, dear?
It’s Eva. She is gone. Kjersti takes a number from the fridge.
Where has she gone?
Read it.
Read what?
What she wrote.
What did she write?
Just read it.
Kjersti thrusts the letter at Carol and collapses into a chair at the table. Carol takes the
letter and looks it over. He pulls out a chair and sits, his eyes falling down the page. Kjersti
watches him closely, reads his expression.
What do you think?
Carol looks up as he removes his glasses from a small black case he pulls from his pocket
and lays on the table. I haven’t read it, Kjersti. He shifts his glasses onto the bridge of his nose
and reengages the letter.
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If it isn’t the most reckless thing she has ever done, I do not know what is, Kjersti says.
Can I read it?
What could possibly have gotten into her to do such a thing without even telling us?
To her credit, she did leave us a letter.
You call that consolation?
I don’t call it anything.
No, but you seem to think it is.
Can I read it or not?
Kjersti stands and moves to the sink. Confound that girl. She has gotten me all in a flurry
and a worry. The tap turns on. Dishes clatter against each other in the sink.
Carol frowns over his shoulder and stares into the letter more intently.
I knew I felt something odd about the way she was behaving last night, Kjersti says.
How was she behaving?
Odd.
Carol rolls his eyes.
Kjersti scrubs anxiously at the dishes. It isn’t as though we wouldn’t have let her go if she
had informed us beforehand.
Maybe that’s why she wrote the letter. She didn’t want us to know beforehand.
But why?
She probably figured you would have tried to interfere.
I would not have tried to interfere.
If you hadn’t stopped her, you certainly would have insisted on going.
Of course I would have.
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Exactly. Maybe she wanted to take this trip on her own.
Carol, she is still a child.
And children make these kinds of trips all the time. She’s nineteen. She’s old enough to
take care of herself.
Is she?
Besides, she’ll be with her other side there anyway. She hasn’t seen them in ten years.
Kjersti places a bowl in the dish dryer and soaps out a glass. I am calling her aunt
tomorrow morning to make sure she arrived safely.
She doesn’t say it here, Carols says, laying down the letter, but she’s probably gone to
investigate places she’ll want to go. She’s probably wanting to go to school there just like her
mother.
Kjersti’s head drops upon her soapy wrist. Carol leaves the letter on the table and
approaches her from behind. He holds her arms and rubs them tenderly. Kjersti’s body crumbles
as she breaks into tears. Carol stares out the window in front of them at the sheep on the crest of
the hill.
She will be all right. Don’t you worry, he says. She will be all right.
I do not want her living in that country, not after what happened to her mother.
Is there anything you or I can say that will stop her?
I am worried for her.

Eva closed the door to her bedroom, looked back at the window—it was still light
outside—and turned on her night lamp. A noise from somewhere in the house startled her. She
listened, but nothing more occurred, and she sat on her bed. She looked at the picture of herself
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and her grandparents on the wall beside her door. She stared at that picture for a while thinking,
then turned and searched the drawer of her nightstand. A packet of travel tickets and foreign bills
was safely tucked inside it. She pulled out leaf of paper and a pen, snagged a book from the
shelf, laid the paper across the book and began to write.

Dear Mormor,
I suppose the best place to begin is to ask you not to worry about me because I know you
will. I am certain that when you learn what I have to say you will be shocked and dismayed and
worry yourself sick as usual but please don’t. It will only make it harder for me knowing you are
sick with worry.

Eva looks over her shoulder as a flight attendant’s voice announces her boarding time.
She wrestles with the handle of her carry-on as the boarders begin to line up.

I am going to visit my aunt Isabel in Lubbock, Texas. I purchased a ticket at the bus
station. The bus leaves tonight at 10 pm. It will take me to Trondheim where I board a plane to
Oslo and then to the United States.

Eva stands in line holding a jacket over her arm among the second-class passengers now
waiting to board.

I am sure you remember Aunt Isabel. I called her last week and told her I was coming.
She asked how you felt about that and I told her you had already given your approval.
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The line inches forward. The boarders move like an accordion. Eva shifts her weight,
grips the handle of her carry-on, and steps forward. Her bag tips, rolls, stands upright. The last
first-class passenger enters the boarding ramp. The line moves again.

I realize I lied, but I didn’t want you to stop me on the chance she might decide she
needed to call you. I left you her number on the refrigerator in case you don’t have it. So you will
be able to call her when I get there. I told her you would call when I arrived. Remember there is
a seven hour difference between Norway and the United States. According to my flight plan, I
arrive there at 11:25 pm. That is between 6:00 am and 7:00 am our time.

Eva moves forward under the pressure of the boarder behind her and nervously hands her
ticket to the female flight attendant.

Don’t worry about the cost of the travel tickets. I took it out of my savings. I have enough.
I even have extra pocket money for the trip. I went to the Norwegian Exchange office and
changed some kroner for dollars. I don’t know if I got a good deal or not—I got a lot less back in
dollars than I gave them in kroner—but it doesn’t matter. I have enough.

The flight attendant looks at her, looks at her ticket, and hands it back.
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These dollars look strange but the values are easy enough to figure out. I probably will
not spend any of this money. I have everything I need. I have it just in case. If I need any extra, I
am certain Aunt Isabel will help me out.

Eva approaches the door of the boarding ramp. The boarding ramp looks like a throat
ready to swallow her. The attendant watches her as she trepidly lingers before that long and
frightful tunnel.

By the time you read this letter, I will probably be boarding the plane in Trondheim.

The attendant returns the pass to the boarder behind Eva. Eva holds her jacket close to
her body, takes a deep breath, and plunges forward down the boarding ramp.

I want to let you know that I love you dearly. Tell Bestefar thank you for always taking
care of my lamb. Tell him I love him. I will be gone three to four weeks. I am a little nervous
about this trip.

Eva gulps as she glances down the divide between the plane and boarding ramp and steps
over, lifting her carry-on behind her. The plane is stuffy, overwhelming. Passengers crowd the
isle, standing elbow to elbow, some lifting their luggage into the overhead compartments others
sliding into their seats.
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I have never flown on my own before, but I think I will manage it just fine. I hope you find
this letter easily and don’t search all over the house looking for me before you find it.
All my love,

Eva

She shoves her carry-on into the overhead compartment and closes the door.

P.S. You might be asking what this trip is for. The only answer I can give you is that I have my
own reasons. I need to do this. I love you. I hope that you will not be angry with me for not
telling you except by this letter. Most of all I hope you will not worry about me.

She stared at her letter and drew her pen to her mouth. Unconsciously, she began to chew
the end of it.

25

CHAPTER THREE
~ Prison ~

Fear grabs Eva by the throat like a convict taking her hostage. Her heels shift perilously.
Is this what she really wants? Is she ready for this? Maybe she ought to turn back. This is crazy.
She is insane. What is she thinking, coming here?
A buzzer retches, a lock pops, and a prison door opens, exposing Eva and the heavyboned guard she follows to the grasp of inescapable confinement—a feeling daily familiar to the
guard but which smothers and nearly discourages Eva from further breach. The walls close in
around her; she will suffocate if she does not get out of here soon.
It will all be over soon enough, she tells herself. All she has to do is ask him. As soon as
he answers her, she can be on her way.
The guard’s boots are well pronounced, declaring a physical and authoritative weight that
cannot be contested, while Eva’s heels strike the floor with a hypersensitivity that signifies a
significant sense of uncertainty and forced determination. Eva cannot wait to return to the safety
of Aunt Isabel’s house.
The chatter of their footsteps announces their arrival. The guard’s shoe has a squeak in it
that becomes more distinct as they approach a solitary cell. Their footsteps decelerate, and Eva
stops before a door with its mail flap closed just below mid-waist. The guard nears the door,
bangs on it, and throws down the flap.
You have a visitor, he says. He turns to Eva. Keep it brief. The guard stands back with his
hands held together in front of him.
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Normally, they did not let visitors among the cells, but the warden met with Eva
personally upon her arrival and after hearing Eva’s story actually allowed her to enter the prison
under escort. It is a unique privilege Eva is not sure she wants after all as she stares at the open
mail slot.
Eva told the warden she could not bear to meet him face to face, but now she regrets not
meeting him at the visitor center. If Mormor could see where she is right now, she would lock
her in her room and never let her out. Eva is a prisoner. There is no escaping it now. Her life is
over.
Eva is dressed in a blue turtleneck and sleek black dress pants. She is tall and slender.
She stares down through the mail slot. Behind it, a shriveled man in a jumpsuit is sitting on a
stool beside a neatly made metal bunk, reading. His forearms rest on his knees. The pages of his
book are yellowed and frayed. There is a small sink and toilet behind him.
He turns a page.
Eva’s stiff heels disclose her rising tension as she slowly closes the gap between herself
and the man behind the open slot. A nervous echo like the sound of faucet water emanates from
the corridor of countless cells as if it comes out of the walls themselves. It is the sound of
dishwashers in a kitchen. The corridor smells of sweat and Clorox.
The man turns another page.
Eva sinks into her knees until her buttocks meet her rising heels. Her pants wrinkle at her
hips. She is a still frame of perfect balance and beauty. She is a window of fragmented dreams—
a ballerina, a cellist, a writer, an attorney, a business executive, a stateswoman, not yet a mother,
a sad and innocent girl, a porcelain doll.
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Straight brown hair curls outward at her shoulders, and her opal earrings dangle at either
side of her neck. She turns her head to better see him through the slot and a lock of hair falls
across her face. The man’s heavy lids lift; his green eyes, steady and sad. His pock-marked
cheeks are covered with a fine, white stubble, complemented by gray hair neatly trimmed.
She stares at him. He stares at her.
She has a small black mole beside her left eye. Her eyes, too, are green, her irises as
sharp as shattered quartz and as smooth as polished stone, split and dappled with an infinite
number of nearly imperceptible imperfections; her pupils, wells of infinite blackness, of endless
exploration, and of inextinguishable interrogation. She is a structure built of broken pieces, held
together by unbreakable composure.
She draws the lock of hair behind her left ear with her middle finger. Fear flickers though
her face and fades almost as soon as it appears. I only have one question, she says. Why did you
kill my father?

Eva went to her room, plucked her jacket from the closet, and left the house through the
kitchen. It was warm outside. The smell of animals wafted across the field. Though the ground
was thawed, stretches of frost still lingered in the shadows where a barrel or rain gutter shielded
the sun. Eva wandered through the yard, wondering how to talk to her grandfather about going to
college. She knocked on the open barn door. Bestefar was bent over her lamb in the pen. Eva
stood in the doorway in her knee-length skirt and watched as he roughed out her lamb. A blow
dryer lay in the hay beside him, its cord draped over the rail and trailing out of the barn. Eva
leaned against the door with her hands folded behind her.
“Bestefar,” she asked.
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But her grandfather did not seem to hear her.
“Bestefar,” she repeated.
She was answered by a distracted grunt as he leaned over her lamb and continued to shear
it.
Eva unfolded her intentions about going to college, expressed her frustration over
choosing a school, and finally asked for his advice about where she should apply. She waited for
his response, but Bestefar did not answer. Eva watched him carefully work her lamb over,
watched him give close attention to the finer points around her lamb’s legs, watched him circle
her lamb and detail its neck, she watched until it became apparent he either hadn’t heard her or
he was simply not going to respond. Eva glanced at the green hay beneath her red slip-on shoes
and looked back at Bestefar.
“What can I do to help this morning?” she asked.
“You mean, this afternoon?” he said.
“Is it afternoon already?”
“Use that pail,” he said, pointing at a black bucket hanging from a long nail in the pen
board, “and pick up that saltlick lying back of the house and we’ll walk it out into the field
together.”
Eva did as she was asked, took down the bucket in the barn, found the saltlick beside a
rake propped against the house where a handful of chicken feed had been scattered over the
ground, and struggled to carry it back. By the time she returned to the barn, she was holding the
metal handle of the bucket in both hands as though she were curling a rather awkward dumbbell,
her body bent double under the weight of it.
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When she reached the barn door, she dropped it to the ground. Bestefar came out and
tossed a pair of pliers in it and picked it up, nearly lifting Eva along with it. They walked the
bucket out into the field together, Eva holding one side of the handle, Bestefar the other, as
though they were strolling down a dirt lane with a basket of flowers between them. The bucket
swung steadily as they reached the field, the saltlick clunking back and forth. Bestefar whistled
and called after the sheep, but it wasn’t necessary. It was habit. The sheep had already come
running at the sight of them. Bestefar dumped the saltlick out. It hit the ground with a thud.
Eva stared absentmindedly across the field.
“All right there?” Bestefar asked.
Eva looked at her grandfather and nodded and walked arm in arm with him back to the
house. It was a fine house, old, but nice. The paint was chipped in a few places but overall it was
a very livable place. Living in the Arctic Circle never bothered Eva. She liked the sharp changes
in the seasons, the long days and long nights. Mormor said it was easier with electricity. Her
grandparents did not have electricity when they were first married and Mormor considered it a
luxury. Eva loved home, loved the fresh air, the open space. If she could live anywhere in the
world, she wouldn’t take it over home. She did not know how she would ever survive going to
college. What would she do all cramped up in a campus apartment anyway?
She wondered about her trip to America. Three weeks. It would be the longest time she
had ever been away from her grandparents. She was certain Mormor would call, probably every
day, asking what she was up to and where she was and how she was doing. But standing half a
world away, Eva was certain, would be a tremendous buffer against Mormor’s daily need to
know. She couldn’t believe what she was about to do. Could she know what would come of her
little trip?
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Eva waits for the man to answer.

It was 4:20 AM. I entered the warehouse office with a jug of orange juice and four boxes
of Krispy Kreme doughnuts—normally Krispy Kreme didn’t open until 6 AM, but the owner,
Jedediah Daw, always had a delivery ready for us on Monday at 4 AM, so long as he didn’t have
to deliver it—awkwardly balanced the boxes in one hand as I reached for the light, and laid them
on the table. The warehouse through which I had passed was still dark in the office window, and
I could clearly see myself and the chairs stacked against the wall behind me reflected in the
glass, but the saucers were burning and slowly began to brighten, and a yellow forklift and
rolling pallets of Coca-Cola eventually emerged in place of my reflection.
I just finished setting up five rows of chairs, split by an aisle, when the men began to
arrive. Within a few minutes the room buzzed with the dull murmur of voices. Men yawned.
Some hadn’t combed their hair. Other hadn’t brushed their teeth. The doughnuts were promptly
pillaged, the box tops thrown open, napkins snatched, doughnuts picked through, orange juice
poured, and seats selected.
We were there for our weekly Monday morning meeting, and we didn’t wait long.
When Travis walked into the office at 4:30 AM, every man stood. Chairs scraped the
floor; hands straightened shirts or tucked them into belts; heads turned. Travis walked the aisle
with a ready fist full of words and an arm teeming to swing them. He shook hands with a man or
two closest to him, made a casual turn in front of the men, his hand loosely extended, and smiled.
Travis’s smile was infectious in a way that no other man’s was. When Travis smiled, you
couldn’t help but smile back, even when you knew he was building toward a volley of words that
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would charge you down and run you through. He had the kind of smile that sliced your heart,
poured courage into it, and soldered it up again with resolution. His smile made you proud to
serve under him.
When Travis spoke, he burst upon us like a hail storm—loud, energetic, and animated.
“We deliver the world’s greatest brand,” he said.
At the time, Travis and I were joint owners of an MDC, a manual distribution company.
We distributed Coke products. Nothing else. We bought product from the bottler in Idaho Falls,
stored it in our own warehouse, and dollied it or fork-lifted it by pallets onto trucks—we even
owned a couple of fancy Coca-Cola trucks—and drove it out to C-stores, grocery stores, and
other places—mom’s and pop’s we contracted with. That was how we ran the business.
“We show the competition who the leader is in this beverage business by what we do
right here. Right now,” Travis said. “We show them who we are today by how we run. We
slaughter them with better prices. We destroy them with unmatched hard work. We emanate an
energy that cannot be outdone by the caffeine blast of any Red Bull. We will not be bullied by
any beer, out performed by any energy drink, or be driven to bow before any Pepsi product.”
At the mention of Pepsi, a murmur swept through the platoon of vendors.
Travis paused with a swagger in his backward step at the low sound that rippled through
the men, but it didn’t take more than a brief second before he was back in full swing. With a
beam of spit-fire behind his bright eyes, he roared on like an emblazoned chaplain at the fieriest
Sunday morning sermon you ever heard at church.
“This morning we get to our stores,” he said. “We get there before Pepsi. Before Coors.
Before Red Bull. Without you this company does not operate. And I am proud, proud to serve
alongside every one of you.”
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His words were met with silence, awe, oaths of affirmation, and emboldened
determination in the upturned faces of the men.
“Monitor your labels. Keep a tight eye on changing prices. And get your promotional
materials out front-and-center in every store. Every day.”
Heads nodded. Fists were thrown in the air.
“Never let a shelf sit empty. We leave our lines open for a minute and the competition
will have stocked our spaces and ousted our holds. The shelf war is ours to win, and we win it by
making absolute certain our shelves are clean and well stocked.” Travis’s voice went
characteristically soft. He did it for effect. “We do that men, and we win the day.” His eyes
crinkled at the corners. He raised his hand and pointed at the floor with his index finger. “Men—
we! Are the soldiers on the beverage battlefield. We! Fight to preserve the beverage preferences
of our clientele. We! Deliver the world’s greatest brand. We are the vendors of Coca-Cola!” he
said, taking a glorious swing at the air with his fist.
The cheer went up. Napkins were wadded and thrown and fell like hail.
Travis’s eyes seemed to connect simultaneously with every man in the room and in a low
and sharply pronounced voice he said, “Go get ‘em, boys.”
Chairs immediately scraped the floor. Firm handshakes were passed around. And men
charged out of the office with renewed vigor in their step.
I slapped the backs of every man that passed me and watched the last of them depart as
Travis sat down on the corner of the table, one leg dangling from the edge and the other firmly
planted on the floor, and selected one of the remaining doughnuts.
“Bane, I need you to do something for me,” he said without looking at me.
“What is it?” I asked.
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“It’s Cara’s and my anniversary. I’m planning a surprise for her, and I need your help.”
“You name it,” I said.
The first time I met Travis he was working as a vendor manager for the MDC we later
owned. I was eighteen, living in Idaho Falls, looking for work. I had applied for a job as a bagger
at a grocery store but never heard anything back from the manager, so I went to the store to
check in on my application. I ambled down the sidewalk in a black tie and white tennis. It was
the best I owned at the time, and I knew I needed to make an impression if I was to get the job.
Cars shot down South Woodruff Avenue in small packs, racing each other to the next light and
striking their breaks. The stoplight turned yellow, then red.
It had rained that morning. Fog hovered over town, though not so low I couldn’t see in all
level directions, but it did block out most of the sky except for that patch of blue directly over my
head. The sun, blurred and crystalline, burned through the fog.
I stretched my chin and tugged at the noose around my neck. A bead of sweat ran into my
collar. I wanted to loosen it and nearly did before I stopped myself with the promise that I could
after I spoke with the manager. Smoke curled away from my cigar, wrapped my leg. I reached
the stoplight and punched the pedestrian button. Engines grumbled and flexed. The opposite light
turned yellow.
Our light turned green, and I stepped off the curb as the racers peeled from the line: an
Audi, a Toyota Sienna, an old GMC pickup with a dented fender, and a blue Geo like the one I
later owned. Two door. Nothing fancy. I didn’t understand their hurry. The next light turned
yellow nearly the same time our light turned green, forcing them to stamp and stammer again,
their noses stretched over the next starting line, all except the Geo. It turned right.
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I strode on. A slight wind neither strong nor steady enough to stir the trees swiped my
face. It felt good; but when it passed, the morning air felt even more oppressive. I lifted my cigar
and paused. I was standing in front of the grocery store. I looked at the brown twig in my hand
and tossed it aside and looked up at the big red letters: Smiths. A young man in a red shirt and
black pants rattled past me pushing a line of carts that clanged up the ramp and screeched as he
turned them in toward the automatic doors. The doors opened. He clamored inside and the doors
shut behind him. I tightened my tie and pressed forward when a woman merged shoulder to
shoulder with me at the doors, and I stepped back and let her through. She never looked at me
but held her purse tight beneath her left arm pit, took a cart, twisted around, and marched off past
the checkout lanes.
I searched for someone I could talk to. I asked a heavy Polynesian woman behind the first
checkout stand where I could find the manager. She pointed at the service counter and ran her
fingers over her ten-key and slid a sack of bananas to the bagger at the end of her lane.
As I angled toward the service counter, I questioned the mental condition of a customer
who would put bananas in a sack. I never quite understood the logic of people who sacked their
bananas just as I never quite understood the logic of people who didn’t sack their apples and
allowed them to roam free inside their carts. Bananas are already in a cluster and they don’t
move around and their skins aren’t edible, but if apples aren’t sacked, they’re likely to be bruised
bumping and bouncing around, not to mention what they’ve touched. People are seldom aware,
if ever, of the kind of customer who used their cart before them and what they put in it. I once
saw a lady change her baby’s diaper right out of her cart. You can never be too careful with
apples. But bananas?
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The man behind the service counter looked like Elvis Presley fattened on a heavy diet of
Ding Dongs. A lopsided mustache besmirched his lip, and a belt split his bulk like a rope cinched
around a balloon. The nametag on the left side of his chest read: Jeb. He was swapping jokes and
laughing with a boy behind the counter whose nametag I couldn’t read, a short boy with receding
hair and a rounded nose that looked like it had been beaten in a boxing ring a few too many
times.
I leaned into the service counter and called the fat man by his name; but I received no
reply, not even as much as a sideways glance. I called his name again. Still no answer. The fat
man bobbed around on his feet like a cork in a pond as the receding boy slipped snide smiles
over his shoulder at the checkers.
I looked around for anyone else who might help me and when I saw no one, I turned into
the counter again and shouted, “Hey, Elvis.”
The fat man turned. His eyes narrowed, and he loomed at me and asked, “Can I help
you?”
“Yes, you can help me. Where is the store manager?”
“What do you want with the manager?”
I wanted to tell him I was going to make an official complaint and have him fired, but
instead I said, “My business with the manager is personal. Can you show me where he is?”
“He or she?”
“Which is which?”
“Barbara is our Store Manager. Afton is our Assistant Manager.”
“I don’t care which.”
“Can I tell them what it’s regarding?”

36

“That’s between me and the manager.”
“But I won’t know which to call unless I know what it’s regarding.”
I slapped the counter. “Can you make the call or can’t you?”
“Not without knowing what it’s regarding.”
“Call them both.”
“I can’t do that. Barbara is out to lunch.”
“Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Call the other one then.”
“And what should I tell him it’s regarding?”
I stared at the man. The man stared back. He had a dot of goop in the corner of his eye. “I
put in an application here,” I said.
The fat man’s face split with a nasty smile and he picked up a cream-colored phone and
spoke into it as if he was attempting to eat it. His voice crackled across the intercom. “Afton to
the service desk, please; Afton to the service desk.”
I turned around and waited. An old man with crooked hips pushed past me with a
squeaky cart. A woman arrived at the service counter and purchased a lottery ticket. Twenty
minutes later, a man with urine yellow hair approached the counter and leaned into it with his
palms, his elbows thrown behind him, and asked the fat man what he needed. The fat man passed
through a swinging door at the other end of the counter. I could not hear what they said; but as
they talked, they looked back at me.
The man then approached me as the fat man stepped back through the swinging door and
busied himself with a cup of paperclips behind the counter within the vicinity of our voices. It
was obvious he was listening. The man introduced himself as Afton and asked how he could help
me. He smelled of cologne and urine as though he had taken a bath in both. His bath in cologne
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no doubt was meant to cover its pungent rival, but it didn’t. I resisted the impulse to lift my shirt
over my nose when I talked.
“I put in an application here,” I said, turning my back to the fat man. “But I never
received any word as to whether that application was looked at.”
“What’s your name?”
“Bane—Bane Jackson.”
He nodded. “I’ll be right back.”
I took a drag of air. Fifteen minutes later, he returned, perusing my application, his facing
disappearing behind each page. I recognized it by the blue scribbles on the back. The pen I was
using at the time didn’t work and I asked for another pen and the HR woman said she didn’t have
another pen but said she had some on order, but that didn’t help me and I had to scratch the back
of the paper repeatedly until the paper finally drew the ink out of it. When Afton reached me, his
face emerged from my application. He offered it to me and said I had been denied the job. He
didn’t give an explanation. He just stared at me with my application held out in front of him. I
took it and lifted my shirt up over my nose and said “thank you” and walked away and
scrutinized the application myself. It was scribbled over with red ink.
I bumped into a store display, the application dropped to my leg, and I found myself
standing alongside an aisle of canned food. My lips tightened, and I loosened my tie. I figured
while I was at the store I might as well buy a can of beans. I didn’t shop at Smiths, not then—too
poor—but I needed the beans for dinner anyway, and it would save me the embarrassment of
walking out empty handed. So I wandered into the aisle of beans, feeling tough out of luck. It
had been three weeks since my last job, and that had only lasted a week. I needed work, and I
needed it bad, but I didn’t know where to turn. I wanted to smoke again, but I had already
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finished my last cigar and didn’t have enough money to buy any more. It was smoke or go
hungry.
As destitute as I was, I could have gotten on food stamps. The thought had often crossed
my mind. I had even heard people on food stamps in some states could buy beer and cigarettes.
But I had too much pride to lower myself to the humiliation of food stamps. I would rather
starve, I told myself. Still, having only enough money for food and a few bills to last the week
made me feel trapped, like I was a prisoner caged within myself and unable to break free. It was
me. I was the reason for all my troubles. It was my fault. If only I was more skilled or more
charismatic maybe I could have landed that job as a bagger at the grocery store. I was my own
prison, a prisoner to my flaws, and I often felt unconfident, desperate, despairing. The odds were
against me, but I had to find a job. I was going to find a job. I just didn’t know how or where.
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CHAPTER FOUR
~ Collisions ~

I checked my wallet and found two dollars in it. I pushed it back into my back pocket and
stared at the wall of beans. I don’t know how long I stood there, but I was awakened to the
awkward sense of my standing there a long time when a man in a blue uniform said, “This is the
third time I’ve passed this aisle. No can of beans is going to leap into your hand on its own.”
His smile was as large as all outdoors and his teeth as white as the clouds that wander the
open sky. His smile lifted my spirits and the corner of my mouth sort of twitched. He looked like
a cowboy on a horse, only he was balancing a dolly load of Coca-Cola with a clipboard resting
on the top. He was tall and large and overwhelming and seemed to brighten the very atmosphere
around him. I knew I stank of cigar smoke, though I couldn’t smell it, and the thought displeased
me in his presence and returned me to a deplorable sense of myself.
“Neither will a job,” I replied.
I thought that would be the end of our dialog, when the man extended his hand. “Name’s
Travis,” he said.
“Bane,” I said, catching his grip.
“Looking for a job, huh?”
“Not in this place.” My eyes shifted over the shelf.
“Ever considered stocking shelves?” he asked.
“You offering me a job?”
Travis smiled again and clumsily tore the bottom corner from a paper clamped to his
clipboard and scribbled a name, number, and address on it. “Come by the office, and I’ll see
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what I can do.” He thrust his pen back into his top pocket, shook my hand again, and pushed the
bottom of the dolly forward with his foot. The dolly dropped into his chest, and he wheeled it
off.
“You hardly know me,” I said.
“Call it a gut feeling,” he said over his shoulder.
I leaned my head out of the aisle. He eased his dolly upright against the end of the pop
aisle, worked the toe of the dolly out from under the stack and passed me once again on his way
to the double swinging doors at the back of the building, then stopped. “You may be down on
your luck,” he said, “but you seem to have a good spirit about you. See you when you come in.
Don’t lose that paper.” The swinging doors swallowed him, and he was gone.
I stared at the neatly scrawled lines of cursive in my palm, slipped a can of Tabasco sauce
from the shelf, made my purchase at the checkout stand, and walked out of the store with only a
denied application and a small note of hope in my hand, a tiny flag of freedom.

“Will you help me stock the truck and drive it to the ice rink for me?” Travis asked.
“Which truck?”
“The Coke truck. I’ll take the Mustang. I’ve still got flowers to buy.”
“What are you planning to do with the truck?”
“It’s not with the truck—it’s with the product. I’m going to build Cara a Coca-Cola
castle in the center of the rink. The manager agreed to it so long as I agreed to let him keep the
product.”
“Good move.”
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Travis finished his doughnut and licked his fingers and stroked his leg. “And I have
another favor to ask you.” He looked at the floor.
“Anything,” I said.
“When we’ve finished setting up, would you be willing to take my route for the day.” His
eyes crinkled at the corners, and I could read the hesitation behind them.
“Will do,” I said.
Travis grappled me by the collarbone and looked me square in the face. “You’re a good
man, Bane,” he said. He stood and settled into his weight and lifted the Krispy Kreme box
toward me, offering me the last doughnut. Raspberry-filled, sprinkled with powder. I took it.
“And the time to set up?” I asked.
“No more than two, three hours,” he said, throwing the boxes into the trash.
I followed him out of the office. “Does Cara have any idea what you’re planning?” I
asked.
“I asked her to meet me at the rink at 10 AM,” he said. He sized up a stack of pallets,
then looked at me and smiled. “I only told her I would have a surprise for her.”
“Need me to watch Eva?”
“If we do anything later, maybe, but Cara said she wanted to take the baby to the rink.”
Travis threw open the warehouse door, fired up the truck, and backed it in. It was cold
outside. My cheeks went numb almost immediately. The lot was nearly empty, covered with a
layer of hard snow riddled with mud cuts, foot tracks, and tire patterns. The few stars that
remained in the sky were making a brave holdout against the sun. The truck hissed, and Travis
dropped from the driver’s seat.
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“How are we going to unload all of this at the rink without the lift?” I asked, plunging
onto the seat of the forklift.
Travis gripped the metal frame and rubbed his mouth and looked at me with the kind of
look that said he had no idea. “We’re just going to have to unload it by hand,” he said. I could
tell Travis’s mind was turning but still couldn’t think of any other solution.
I nodded, and he released his grip on the frame as I turned the key. I dropped the fork on
the lift and raised a single pallet. I backed the lift up. Its beep echoed through the warehouse and
fell dead outside in the frigid morning air.
Travis knew all the secrets and follies and failures of his vendor managers and their
vendors and he kept them all in confidence and never exploited them. Travis never criticized any
man or his work. He would say, “Criticism only tears a man down. It never builds him up. But
praise? Praise can lift a man’s spirit, draw him from the dregs of despair and give him wings. It
can give him courage to do the things he believes he cannot do. Praise empowers a man.
Criticism destroys him. Sadly enough, praise is a meal most people never get. And when they are
starved of it long enough they lap the dregs of disapprobation like a sick dog. I believe Carnegie
said it best,” he would say: “‘Begin with praise and honest appreciation. Praise the slightest
improvement and praise every improvement. Be hearty in your approbation and lavish in your
praise.’”
And that is exactly what Travis did. He would smile at you, clap you across the back, and
tell you that you did a good job and swing his fist and tell you to keep it up.
Travis also ran his own route. He didn’t have to, but he did it for a reason. He believed
the best way to lead was by example and that if you showed a man how to do a job that man
would do it better. Travis was a machine. He woke up at 3 AM, ran the block with Cara—you,
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bundled in the jogging stroller—for a half an hour every day, ate cracked wheat and drank fruit
smoothies he blended himself, and never arrived to work later than twenty minutes early. Before
our Monday morning meetings he would warm our fleet of trucks so the men wouldn’t have to
get into them cold in the winter and could start off immediately in the summer.
He seemed to have more energy than any other man in the company. He moved fast,
never called in sick, was meticulous in his work, ran clean and well-stocked shelves—the state of
his promotional displays beyond exemplary. He fought hard for additional shelf space and won
the shelf wars daily by pure perseverance. His stores were always the best and most plentifully
stocked and got strong, consistent sales.
Travis was the kind of man who you knew cared about you, though you knew it more
even from what he did than by what he said. Not only did Travis charge the beverage battlefield
out in front and not only did he praise every effort you made to fight alongside him, Travis had,
in one way or another, rescued every manager and every vendor that ever worked for him, and he
did it more than once.
The men stood to honor him when he walked into the room on Monday morning. It was a
tradition his vendor managers began after Travis rescued an entire team. All in the same week,
eight men were thrown out of commission. One had been wrecked into by a Red Bull truck—
luckily he wasn’t harmed, but his truck was forced out of operation, and he couldn’t drive until
he got a new one—another was forced to do jury duty. He begged for a leave of absence, but the
judge wouldn’t let him off and threatened him with jail time if he persisted. Three others had to
go to the hospital: the first for the Pig flu; the second, for an injured wrist when he slipped on a
puddle of Pepsi spilled by a vendor at WinCo; and the third, the vendor manager, for throwing
his back out. He was carrying three crates of Sprite in the back room of the grocery store when
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the other vendor, not watching where he was going, backed a forklift into him while moving his
pallets around and nearly killed him. Another’s three year old son died drowning in a river; he
fell apart and didn’t return to work for over three months. The last two were stupid incidents that
shouldn’t have occurred, but they did. One of the men locked the only set of keys to his truck in
the truck, and the police wouldn’t assist him in opening it but told him he needed to call a
locksmith; the locksmith, we found out, was out of town on vacation. The other, the new guy, got
lost on a back road, tried to turn the truck around, backed off the shoulder into the barrow pit,
and sank up to his axle in mud and grass. The owner of the only diesel towing service in town
happened to be the locksmith. So I called a regular towing service, but they said they couldn’t
handle the job, and we had to wait two weeks for that travel-happy locksmith to get back. He
could have picked a better time to go sightseeing if you ask me; but he didn’t; he had to pick the
very week we needed him.
Travis never complained. He took every one of their routes and did them better than they
did for two weeks, never said a word, and still paid them for all the hours he worked for them.
It was a major job.
But no other vendor mangers could help him. Too bogged down with their own work.
And I couldn’t help him. I was already taking on the extra load for two young men who had quit,
both for a job at a bank—Wells Fargo and U.S. Bank—right after we trained them. But despite
the amount of work he was doing, Travis still managed to pay a visit to the man whose son had
died and deliver the two loaves of bread Cara made for his family.
After a week and a half, I was able to shoulder my added load off on two other vendor
manger’s teams and pitched in to help by taking two of the extra routes Travis was running.
Normally, I didn’t drive truck. I managed logistics, contracts, and accounting.
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Travis was never much for numbers. I could tell that when we first began making plans to
go into business together. We were still working for the previous owner, then. Travis had big
ideas, and even bigger aspirations; he was a people person, friendly, outgoing, knew how to
motivate, knew how to lead. He needed a realist, a man who could see the bottom line, a man
who could devise and implement a working strategy. We were perfect business partners.
The first Monday morning meeting the majority of the team was back in operation,
Travis entered the room and the men stood and saluted him. When Travis tried to speak, his
voice got a bit choked up. I don’t recall a single dry eye in the office that morning. He told them
he was proud to serve them, they were his men, and he was honored to stand by any one of them,
and that he believed any one of them would have done the same for each other. Travis was a
captain, a general, a man astride his mustang with a banner of strength and honor raised above
his head.
The men revered him.
And so did I. It was in those same two weeks Travis approached me and told me that I
was a true friend, that I was a brother, and that as a brother he wished I would take better care of
my health and would see me destroy my cigars. That was when I stopped smoking. I knew
Travis cared more about me than I did for myself.
When I arrived at the rink, Travis’s mustang was parked out front. He had already gone
inside. I pulled up alongside the double doors at the side of the building and turned off the truck
and walked around the corner and in by the front door. Travis was speaking with the manager
over the counter. It was cold. My breath escaped in white puffs and dissipated in front of me. I
plunged my hands into my pockets. Two hockey teams were battling each other out on the ice.
The Colts and the Huskies. Private teams. Voices shelled and rocketed off the walls. Bodies
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banged the boards. Skates sliced and shaved ice. Sticks slapped the ground, clapped the puck.
The puck cracked like a gunshot, ricocheted off the goal post, was scooped up, smacked again,
and sailed around the edge of the rink. Travis approached me.
“When this game is finished, we can start setting up.” He spoke to the glass. One of the
players was checked into the boards beside us, cutting off the last half of Travis’s sentence. The
player’s collision hollered off the glass, and he bounced from the boards almost as soon as he hit
them and sprinted after the puck.
“We can what?” I shouted.
“Start setting up,” Travis shouted back. His eyes never left the glass.
Players rocketed around the rink. Some swung left; others, right. A Husky, number nine,
dashed down the center with his stick flipping back and forth out in front of him, the puck within
his grasp. A Colt was skating backward with his stick cradled at his waist. He stopped short, his
right leg thrown behind him, and barreled toward his oncoming opponent. I glanced at the clock,
three seconds left, both players aligned for a collision.
Travis used to play hockey in High School. His team was the Chargers. He said they were
the worst team in the league. Zero wins. The fact is they never scored a goal, except one season,
and it was Travis who did it. It was his senior year, their last game of the quarter finals. They
were up against the Beavers. The Beavers were better: better trained, better equipped, and were
already up six at the half. Travis charged the goalie on a quick break from center rink when the
other team over-shot a pass and the puck sank into his stick. Their players converged on him
from the left and right. He dived, slid between the goalie’s leg and the post, lost his helmet, and
sank his chops into the bar at the bottom of the net. That was how he chipped his left canine
tooth. The goalie flipped over him, and the puck went in. The Ref gave them the point, probably
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out of sympathy. Those were Travis’s words. The other team was ticked, even though they were
already up seven points. They shouted foul! Down the Ref’s throat, and he had four of them sent
to the penalty box. But Travis’s team hailed him as a hero. He had scored.

The advancing Huskie swiped rightward just out of the reach of his opponent and
scooped the puck; the puck sailed toward the goalie’s face and was batted out of the air by his
forearm at the buzzer.
Travis said it was humiliating losing to a team called the Beavers.
The Buzzer reverberated in my head and gave me a mild migraine. Huskies 3. Colts 2.
Both teams lined up down the center of the rink, their coaches trailing them—both tub guts, one
wearing a blue ball cap; the other, a red—and slapped hands as they passed each other. They
exited at different ends of the rink. One Colt after the other slid through the wall door beside us,
popped onto the rubber mat, and wandered clumsily toward the locker room with walking sticks
in their hands.
Travis clapped and saluted the boys as they passed and shook the coach’s hand and
slapped his shoulder. “Good game, Coach,” he said. The coach nodded and followed his boys
with his clipboard.
Travis rubbed his hands together and looked at me and said, “All right, time to get
started.”
The manager opened the side doors, and I backed the truck in as far as I could. Travis and
I then hand-trucked the crates onto the ice; it was slippery and took a lot longer than Travis had
estimated. We were an hour into it before we got all of the product out on the ice. Once we did, it
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was a major job keeping it from sliding around. We built the foundation by making two half
circles that would eventually join in the middle, supported by a beam of crates in the center.
It wasn’t stable.
When we reached the third row of crates, the bottom slid outward and the crates
crumbled on the ice and the product went spinning in all directions. It took twenty-five minutes
to re-crate. The manager saw our predicament and helped us, hoping he could get things cleared
up before he opened the rink for the open skate. I don’t think he figured it would take us that
long because he began to get agitated. It wasn’t something Travis or I figured on either.
“We need some kind of cleat under these crates or they will never hold the third row,” I
said.
“You’re right,” Travis said. He asked the manager if there was a chance he had any wire.
The manager said he did have a role of barbed wire that his brother had left in the back room the
week before, but wasn’t sure if it was something we could borrow and thought it might be
dangerous to have out on the ice. Travis asked him what was more dangerous, an unstable castle
or a bit of barbed wire. The manager agreed and lent us the wire. Travis snatched a pair of snips
from the truck and we cut twelve inch strips that we tied twice through the underside of each
crate.
It worked. The bottom row of crates didn’t slide under the third or fourth or fifth rows. In
the end, it looked more like a Coca-Cola igloo than a castle.
We had only rebuilt the third row when people began to enter the rink, mostly mothers
with small children, some fathers, though—mommy-daddies, wimpy men, men who couldn’t
hack a real man’s job, men who made their wives bring home the beans because they were either
too lazy to land a job or too scared to provide a living, men who made their disposition to change
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diapers an excuse to hide at home. One of the men holding an infant car seat over his left arm
struggled to give his credit card to the manager behind the counter between separating his
children and passing them their skates. I shook my head at the man when a woman came up
behind him and took the car seat from his arm and kissed him and sat on the bench beside the
children—their mother—and helped them tie their skates. My estimation of the man rose a notch,
and I was forced to eat my condemnatory thoughts. Strange, I thought, that a man should have
Monday off. Perhaps he worked night shift or would go into work later that day or perhaps it
truly was his day off; in any case, he was a man spending time with his family.
I respected that.
At first it annoyed me that so many people were arriving so soon, but as I watched
parents wrestle their children into their skates and guide them out onto the ice, I granted the fact
that they were there and that they were not going away. Just so long as they kept a clear distance
from Travis’s masterpiece, I was fine with it.
They didn’t.
The moment the children caught sight of Travis’s red igloo, they were swarming around
it like a cloud of curious butterflies. They were everywhere: children bundled in coats, children
in crocheted hats and scarves and gloves, children who could skate and children who couldn’t.
One smart-aleck swirled around Travis’s mound of crates so close he grazed me and I slipped
and hit the ice. I shouted after him to stay back but he didn’t and came around for another pass,
at which point I caught his leg with the end of my toe and watched him bite the ice.
“That’ll teach you, you little turd,” I said.
His mother, who was sitting in the bleachers, heard her son’s cry and scrambled out after
him and mollycoddled her blubbering boy back into the bleachers beside her. She was kneeling
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at her son’s feet and looking up into his face, inspecting his nose, when the boy pointed at me.
The woman looked in my direction, fixed her mouth, and marched back out on the ice. She
snugged her hands up on her hips and pointed at me and demanded to know just what I had done
to her son and what we thought we were doing there with that dangerous pile of pop in the
middle of the rink.
“You tell your boy to keep away from this work of art,” I said.
Travis interjected with a smile, handed her a bottle of Sprite and an orange Fanta, and
informed her it was a surprise castle for his wife and that the children should keep a safe distance
until it was finished. The woman was so taken back by Travis’s cheerful countenance that she
smiled in spite of herself, thanked Travis for the soda pop, and said she thought it was the most
romantic thing she had ever heard of.
I frowned at her.
When she returned to the bleachers, she dropped the pop in her son’s lap—he ceased
wailing immediately and wrenched the lid off and lifted it to his lips—and she joined a knot of
four or five other women. Their heads came together and a moment later they were all talking at
once and smiling and waving at us. I glared the boy off and turned around just in time to catch a
girl with flailing elbows as she swiped by Travis’s igloo. I growled at her and set her off in the
other direction.
A few minutes later, the manager returned with a stack of twelve orange cones and placed
them around us, but it didn’t keep the children back. The children swarmed them like a cloud of
hornets. Though I guarded the walls with unmatched ferocity, a collision, it seemed, was
imminent. It wasn’t a matter of “if,” it was “when.” Children coagulated around the cones,
weaved in and out of them, sliced loops around them, clobbered them, pushed them out of place,

51

or scuttled off with them. The harder we worked to retain the barricade, the harder those children
worked to recapture it. And we were losing the battle.
We gave up; but it was in giving up, I realized our mistake. Where went the cones, so
went the children. They were more interested in the cones than with Travis’s fortress, and it
became my modus operandi to keep all cones as far from us as possible.
As Travis’s mound mounted, it became necessary to use a ladder, which he promptly
obtained. The walls rose higher. Slowly came together. We were just working the cap on the
dome when Travis threw out his wrist and said Cara would be there in twenty minutes and asked
me in a state of alarm if I could finish up while he went and got flowers. I was six steps up the
ladder. Travis was standing on the ground. I stretched and set the crate in place and climbed
down.
I sent him off with a handshake and a promise that he had nothing to worry about. Travis
thanked me and darted across the ice. I surveyed the top, searched for another crate, kicked a
cone away, and climbed the ladder with the crate resting on my chest.
“What are you making?” a boy asked. He looked like he was about four years old. His
head was shorn nearly to his skull, though not so short as to conceal a small bald patch in the
stubble at the top of his crown where it looked like he had pulled out his hair.
“Keep back,” I said. I pushed the crate forward with my face and waved him back.
“What are you making?” he asked again, approaching the ladder. His skates switched
forward and backward unsteadily on the ice. He was staring straight up at me, his hands shifting
fitfully.
“Just—keep—back,” I said, balancing the crate and swinging my right hand out to the
side. The ladder quivered at my knees.
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“What are you making?” he repeated. He laid his hand on the ladder, his face skyward.
“I’m warning you, kid, keep back,” I said. I slid the crate into place. The ladder shook
and I grasped the top and climbed down. I reached for another crate, feeling safe again with my
feet firmly planted on the ice.
“What are you making?”
“A castle.”
“It doesn’t look like a castle.”
“What does it look like?”
“It looks like a pile of bottles.”
“Thanks.” I handed him a Coke.
“I don’t want that. I want that.” He pointed at a strawberry Fanta.
I switched drinks with him and said, “Now, you skate over there and stay away from
here.” I pointed to the other end of the rink. The boy skated off. I shook my head and started up
the ladder again.
When I put the last crate in place, I stood back and surveyed the work. It was good. It
wasn’t perfect. But it was as much an edifice as anything you could construct out of crates of
Coca-Cola. In a way, it reminded me of the company Travis dreamt of when we first decided to
go into business together: shaky, bulging with imagination, but tangible—a true inspiration.
It was a Monday night. We were at Travis’s apartment. He and I had been working
together five and a half months and already we had become fast friends. “What do you say we
buy this company,” he said.
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I looked up from our chess game. A cheap chess set: black and white plastic pieces, a
flimsy blue-and-gray-checkered board. Travis was watching ESPN. Boise State Broncos vs. the
Fresno State Bulldogs.
“Buy it?” I said.
Players bulging in their white football pants lumbered around with their hands on their
hips, shaking out their legs between plays. It was snowing. The field was muddy.
I reexamined the board. Travis’s King was standing on E-7. It was my move. I debated
whether or not to sacrifice my Bishop to his King in order to better position my Rook. “How do
you suppose we do that?” I asked.
“Go to college. Study the business. Pool our money,” Travis said. “Bane, think of it; we
buy this business and we can take this business to the top.” He slapped the table and thrust his
index finger into the air. “Can you see it?” His hand swept the room. “Banét Jackson and Travis
T. Phillips, the two greatest businessmen the U.S. has ever seen.” His fingers curled into a fist.
“Can you see us on the cover of Time, Forbes Magazine, the Wall Street Journal—Jay Leno?
Imagine it, Bane.” When he finished, his eyes were fixed on a cold, clear star a thousand miles
past his popcorn ceiling.
“I can imagine it,” I said. “But neither of us would make it through school without some
kind of financial support.”
Playbacks repeatedly flashed across the TV. Players slammed into each another. The
commentator’s computer pen circled the screen as he analyzed the play.
“We get student loans.”
The Ref’s voice boomed from his microphone as he lifted his arm.
“You don’t want loans.”
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“I know,” Travis said in defeat. “You get loans and you’ll find yourself to your earlobes
in debt and never able to pay them off.”
“Let alone save the money to buy the business,” I said. “You need someone who can
work you through school.”
“And who would I find to do that?” The sound of the football game faded. Travis caught
my eye. His brows jammed together. “Bane, I can’t ask you to work me through school.”
A Coca-Cola ad burst from the T.V. “…the Coca-Cola Company is helping you share the
dream of a college education…”
“You’re not asking me. I’m offering. Listen, I could stay on full-time. You could work
part-time. It wouldn’t make any difference. You are the manager. All you would need to do is
keep a general eye on things. I could keep you informed if there are any problems. You take
classes. We study together. I can learn everything you can from your classes without having to
take them myself.”
Travis considered it.
“And the extra I make beyond what it costs us to get you through school we could use to
buy the business. You finish with school in four years, we buy the business in five, and we put
this company into the top 50.”
Travis looked at me. His mouth went tight. He shook my hand over the chessboard. “It’s
a deal.”
“Check,” I said.

After returning the ladder to the rink manager, I circled Travis’s castle, lifted an empty
crate from the ice, carried it to the truck, and drove away from the rink.
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The car ahead of me made it through on yellow as I approached the traffic light. I
pumped the brake. The light turned red. My tires slid in the snow. Cars entered the intersection
from the other direction. I pumped the brakes harder, afraid I wouldn’t be able to stop, and hoped
the intersection would be clear when I reached it. A car sliced through it directly in front of me,
but the truck stopped.
I bounced in my seat.
I hated that intersection. It was always snow packed and icy in the winter. There were
more wrecks at that intersection it seemed than at any other intersection in town. I was fortunate
the nose of my truck stopped just over the line. I once saw a Jeep slide completely through that
intersection, its brake lights on, and come to a stop on the other side; and the driver, as if in
resignation of the fact that he just ran the light, drove on. If the car that sliced through the
intersection in front of me had been in the lane closest to me, I might have hit it. I tried to back
up, but the tires just spun and spit snow. So there I idled, drumming my fingers on the steering
wheel, waiting for the light to turn green again.
The sky was clear; the sun, bright.
A car approached the intersection from my left and carefully maneuvered around the
front of my truck. On my right, a gray Mazda pulled into the left turn lane and stopped, followed
abruptly by a blue Dodge Caravan. The Caravan raced up to the light, signaled, and skidded to a
swift stop in the left turn lane behind the Mazda. It was Cara.
Cara was the kind of woman who baked cookies for her neighbors, volunteered to watch
others’ children when they needed it, served in the ladies’ organization at Church, and cared for
stray dogs, but when she was behind the wheel, she drove like a madwoman, always. When
someone cut her off, she would honk and drive up beside them and roll down her window and
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shout at them. Cara didn’t know any other speed than fast. She once discovered Travis was
having a drag race with some other men outside of town; and just as they were pulling up to the
line—a Firebird, Mustang, Challenger, and Corvette—Cara showed up and beat them all, in her
Caravan.
I glanced at the clock inside the truck. 9:52 AM. She was early, and I worried that Travis
might not beat her to the rink. Cara noticed me through her driver’s side window, shielded her
eyes against the sun, and waved at me. I waved back.
Cara’s light turned yellow as a white furniture truck swelled in my driver’s side mirror.
Cara honked at the Mazda in front of her, prompting the driver to make an unwanted left turn.
The light turned red. Cara peeled into the intersection. The furniture truck passed me, its back
wheels locked. It missed the Mazda and slammed into Cara’s door. My light turned green.
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CHAPTER FIVE
~ Love and Death ~

The automatic doors leapt out of Travis’s way as he charged into the emergency room.
He fixed his eyes on the receptionist behind the intake desk and covered the space between them
in two strides. The receptionist was staring in a small mirror, drawing on an eyebrow.
Travis planted his hands on the narrow counter and leaned over it. “Where is my wife? I
need to see her.”
The receptionist drew a brown line across her temple and dropped her mirror. It clattered
on the desk in front of her. “When was the patient admitted?” she asked. Her pencil rolled as she
stretched across the desk and fumbled for a stack of forms.
“Just now,” Travis said.
I stood behind Travis. I was holding you over my shoulder. You were two. You began to
stir. I tugged your pink blanket tighter around you and rocked you and patted your back.
“And why was the patient admitted to the emergency room?” she asked. Her ergonomic
chair popped up as she reached for a yellow flower among a cluster crammed in a cup of rocks.
“Why do you think?” Travis said.
The woman stared back at him with one horrid eyebrow, laid a form and a green pen with
the flower on the end of it in front of him and bounced her chair as she sat back down. The
second receptionist was now closely watching their exchange.
“She was in a car wreck,” Travis said.
The woman looked at her computer and began to type. “Is this a new health problem or
one that just got worse?”
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Travis looked back at me, his brows jammed together. He leaned farther over the counter.
“A new health problem? My wife was just injured in a car wreck. Of course it’s a new health
problem.”
“Please, stay calm, sir. We have plenty of people admitted here every day. I need to find
out who the patient is and what happened so that I can help you. Now, what were you doing just
before you came to the emergency room?”
“I don’t believe this,” Travis said. “I was shopping for flowers. I need you to tell me
where my wife is right now.”
“What is the patient’s name?” she asked.
I laid my hand on Travis’s shoulder and drew him back. Travis threw his fingers through
his hair and stepped away. “Her name is Cara. Cara Bradley Phillips,” I said.
“And what is your relationship to the patient?”
“I am a friend of the family.”
“Was the patient a walk-in?”
“My wife was just brought in by the ambulance,” Travis said over my shoulder.
“I’ll need you to fill out these forms,” she said. She pushed a number of forms over the
counter: patient information, medical information, consent for treatment, insurance provider.
“Who is your insurance?” she asked.
I looked back at Travis. “Blue Cross Blue Shield,” I answered.
“And who is legally responsible for the patient?”
“I am,” Travis said, bursting upon the counter.
“Are you authorized to sign for the patient?”
“I am her husband.”
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“Do you have a power of attorney or other document that shows you are authorized to
sign for the patient?”
“No. I don’t have any such document.”
“Then I am afraid, sir, there is not much I can do for you.”
“I don’t understand. Why do I have to fill out all this paperwork and go through all of this
when all I need is to see my wife?”
“I am sorry, sir, but you really should have filled this paperwork out before you came to
the emergency room.”
“Before I came to the emergency room?” Travis turned to me. “How was I supposed to
know this would happen?” He slapped the counter, readdressing the receptionist, “No one
expects something like this to happen. So how was I supposed to have the paperwork filled out
before I came?”
A police officer walked into the lobby. “Is there a problem here?” he asked with his hand
on his gun.
Travis turned and frowned at the officer. “Yes, Officer; my wife was involved in a car
wreck and was just brought in by the ambulance.”
“Who was driving the car?”
“She was.”
“And where were you?”
“I was buying flowers. I never saw the accident,” Travis said.
“Then how do you know she was in an accident?” the officer asked.
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“I saw the accident,” I said. “Cara was t-boned by a furniture truck at the intersection.
The baby was with her, but the EMT said she was okay and that I could take her. They wanted to
focus on Cara. They said she was in critical condition.”
“And where did they say they would take her?”
“Here.”
“The best thing to do then is to remain calm. Fill out the paperwork the receptionist has
given you.”
“Can’t,” Travis said. “She says we need proof of my authority to sign for the patient.”
“Do you have proof?”
“I am her husband.”
The officer scratched his forehead, his hand still on his gun.
“What I am supposed to do?” Travis asked.
“Be patient. Take a seat in the waiting room,” the officer said. “I will find a nurse, and
see if we can’t get this straightened out for you.”
The waiting room was nearly full. Most of the patients were clustered closest to the
intake desk. We took the two furthest chairs. Travis dropped in his seat and stared out the
window.
It began to snow.
A woman was reading The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe to a small girl she held on
her lap: “‘It is winter in Narnia, and has been for ever so long, and we shall both catch cold if we
stand here talking in the snow.’” The little girl looked ill. She was as white as a sheet. A man
was reading a Sports Illustrated Magazine. The center table was littered with magazines: Sports
Illustrated, Men’s Health, People, Ladies’ Home Journal, Newsweek. Someone had committed
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suicide. Another had been murdered. An old white couple was sitting beneath the window
holding hands. They spoke in Russian. The old man held a bandage to his balding head. Every
now and then he removed it, glanced at it, and placed it to his head again. His head had a gash in
it. An oriental lady three chairs down from us couldn’t stop coughing. She held a hanky to her
mouth and leaned into her knees. I switched you from my right shoulder to my left, trying to
keep you as far from everyone in that room as possible. There were other people in the room as
well: a young black man with a stud in his left ear slouching in his seat with his arm folded over
his chest talking on a cell phone, children playing with a rollercoaster toy on the floor, a woman
tapping her foot and looking at her watch.
A framed slogan on the wall read: Don’t catch your death of cold. Wear a coat.
Travis’s jaw flexed and released. Flexed and released.
When the police officer came into the entrance hall again, he was standing beside a nurse.
He pointed in our direction and walked away. “‘It’s she who makes it always winter. Always
winter and never Christmas; think of that!’” read the woman with the little girl on her lap. “‘How
awful!’ said Lucy.”
The nurse approached us. “Please, come with me,” she said.
“This is boring,” I heard a boy say. He looked like he was seven. He stood up from the
rollercoaster toy and sat beside his mother. I wanted to slap him. How dare he say something like
that at a time like this, I thought. I wanted to take him outside and beat him with a stick. Another
small boy with swollen eyes was holding a teddy bear. He squeezed it and clapped its paws.
The nurse brought us to a private room and told us to wait there. She closed the door
behind her.
We waited thirty-seven minutes.
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Travis was sitting on the checkup bench, back to the door, head between his shoulders,
when a physician entered the room. I was sitting on a hard chair. The physician knelt down
beside me. “Are you the husband?” she asked.
“I am,” Travis said, facing the physician.
The physician stood and Travis stood. “Your wife is dead.”
“Dead? When?”
“She was dead before she reached the emergency room. The paramedics lost her in the
ambulance.”
“How did she die?” Travis asked.
“Your wife suffered severe trauma to the head.” The physician then said something about
internal bleeding. “There is some paperwork that you will need to fill out.”
“I don’t want to fill out any paperwork,” Travis said. “I want to see my wife.”
“I understand this is difficult,” the physician said. “Please, follow me.” The physician
showed us through the emergency doors and down the hallway to Cara’s room. When we
reached her room, the physician said, “Take all the time you need.” She then turned to me and
said, “We can leave the paperwork for later, but you’ll eventually need to come to the office.”
I nodded, and the physician left.
When Travis saw Cara for the first time, she was singing on stage. Travis had invited me
to a musical he was required to attend for a Shakespeare theater class he was taking as an
elective. Hamlet: A Musical. It was appalling. It was an embarrassment. It was an outright
violation of Shakespeare. The writer should have been shot; the script, torn to pieces. Travis and
I would have left had it not been for Cara.
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By that time, Travis and I were rooming together. Travis was in his second year in
college. He had been accepted to the School of Business at Rick’s in Rexburg and drove to
school from Idaho Falls thirty-five minutes there and back every day. He had become a Viking.
Cara was a Viking, too, but not only in school spirit. She was a Viking in the literal sense.
Cara broke every cliché attached to a Viking woman singing on stage. She wasn’t large.
She didn’t wear braids or a horned helmet or carry a spear or sing opera. She was tall and thin,
her hair, as blonde as an apple, pulled back in ringlets. She was beautiful. She was an angel.
She was Ophelia.
Travis could not take his eyes off of her. When she left the stage, he whistled and gave
her a standing ovation. When she remained off stage, he booed the other singers and demanded
her return. “Where is Ophelia?” he shouted. “We want Ophelia.” When she reappeared on stage,
he whistled again and gave her another standing ovation. He turned to me, his eyes still on her,
and said, “I am going to marry that girl.” But how he would ever meet that Norwegian goddess
he had no idea at all.
When the play was over, Travis attempted to search her out, but he never found her.
“She’s gone, Bane,” he said. “How shall I ever find her?”
All at once, Travis became a pensive Norwegian pram without oars set adrift on a wild
sea in search of Ophelia.
Whenever he was behind the wheel, it was obvious he wasn’t looking at the road. He was
looking for Ophelia. I told him to look in Denmark. He said that wasn’t funny. I told him to keep
his eyes on the road or he might get us in a wreck and die and never find her.
One day he was swinging his fist in the poise of mighty victory, making bold declarations
of winning his beloved Ophelia; the next he was dragging his feet, bracing himself against walls,
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holding his chest, grief stricken at the possibility of her rejection. He never even knew her name.
I told him he was an idiot more than once. He told me he was a man in love and that he could not
control his feelings no matter how he tried and begged me to believe he had tried.
I took him by the shoulders. “I pray, sir, tell me, is it possible that love should of a
sudden take such hold?”
“‘O Bane, till I found it to be true, I never thought it possible or likely; but see, Bane, I
burn, I pine, I perish, Bane, if I achieve not this young modest girl. Counsel me, Bane, for I know
thou canst; assist me, Bane, for I know thou wilt.”
When I told him I thought I could get them together, he grasped my arm and said,
“Would you, Bane? Would you?” And I said I would. And he said, “My life is in your hands,
Bane. You are a true friend.”
I slapped his chest and reassured him I would, and adjured him to get control of himself. I
told him her name was Cara. Travis was thunderstruck. He was so taken with this new revelation
that he never even asked me how I knew but continued to repeat her name in distant, dreamy
tones. If Travis had only looked at the program he would have seen both her name and her email.
I don’t know who puts an email on a musical program but it was there. The stupid scriptwriter, I
suppose.
I investigated the drama department and found her almost immediately. I learned where
and when she practiced, got off of work, and sat in on one of her rehearsals. When the stage
director loomed over me in my seat and told me I couldn’t be there, I shook his hand and
informed him that I was a Broadway talent scout. He then apologized gratuitously and graciously
allowed me to stay and watch. Throughout the rehearsal, he kept glancing up at me and waving.
When the rehearsal was over, I asked to see Cara. I took her aside and told her there was a
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dashing, debonair young man who was desperately in love with her and would like more than
anything to meet her. She squinted at me, questioning my strange request. I told her it had
nothing to do with me in the slightest but that I was sent on his behalf and if she was but willing
to give him the chance, he would win her heart and she would never regret it.
I then asked her if I might give him her number. She thought about it, and I offered her a
notepad and pen from my top pocket, and she left her number with me. I thanked her and shook
her hand and told her he would call her tomorrow and walked away. But before I exited the
auditorium, I told her if her stage director asked how our interview went to let him know she had
been offered a position on Broadway upon graduation and that I said his production had
potential.
Travis soon learned she was an international student from Norway. Cara’s was an
interesting story. She wasn’t born in Norway. Her mother was an international student at BYU.
Her father was from Texas. They met, married, had Cara, graduated together, decided to move to
Norway to be close to Cara’s mother’s parents, and eventually applied for dual citizenship.
Cara was interested in literature, Shakespeare, drama, the arts. And suddenly so was
Travis. It took a number of strong reminders to keep him on track to finish business school, but I
was proud of him when he graduated. He graduated on time as planned and with a double major:
one in Business and the other in English Lit.
Travis and Cara frequently invited me to help them study, and I took a serious interest in
their classes. I found myself identifying with Theodore Roethke—especially with his poem “My
Papa’s Waltz”; Travis, with Samuel Taylor Coleridge; and Cara, with Emily Dickinson. When
Travis and Cara took Shakespeare together, I helped them study for that, too. We read and acted
out plays. Cara enjoyed Shakespeare. Travis enjoyed Cara. And I enjoyed watching the both of
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them—their unfolding romance, their blossoming love—while immersing myself in the work of
a man who I believed was a genius; Shakespeare’s work consumed me.
Travis and Cara were the perfect couple. They dated just two years and were married.

Cara’s body was laid out flat on a gurney. The physicians had moved her into a nearby
room to allow the family privacy. Above the bed behind Cara’s head there was a painting on the
wall of a sad clown holding a large flower.
Travis slowly walked toward her and leaned over the side bar and took her hand. I could
not see his face, but it was not a moment later and he was hanging from the side bar, his back
heaving. He could barely hold himself up.
I quickly laid you in a chair and grasped Travis around the middle. Travis sank to the
floor. He still held the bar of the gurney with one hand. The other was draped over my shoulder.
His fingers slid up over my head and kneaded my hair. His fist shook.
C.S. Lewis once wrote, “If you’ve been up all night and cried till you have no more tears
left in you-you will know that there comes in the end a sort of quietness. You feel as if nothing
was ever going to happen again.”
That was how it was for Travis.
I looked back at you. You were asleep. Your face was pink and round. You had no idea
what was going on. You were entirely oblivious to everything but your own tender dreams. You
were at perfect peace.
When Travis got the hospital bill, the trauma admission was well in advance of
$21,000.00; the E.R. physician charge, over $800.00; and the medical imaging, another $172.00.
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Cara was categorized as DOA. How do you like that? DOA—as if she was never a living
human being, just flesh and tissue and organs.
I hate hospitals.
The paperwork was endless. In addition to the emergency department record, Medical
Examiner’s report, belongings list, body release form, death certificate, autopsy permission and
anatomical donation forms, we were provided forms for medical history, emergency care general
consent, and, finally, consent for payment.
As Travis filled out the paperwork, a nurse pushed a bereavement brochure into my hand.
Every last document viewed, filled out, and filed was an impassable gallstone.
When we left the hospital, the automatic doors stepped back. I held you tightly in my
arms. Travis was silent.
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CHAPTER SIX
~ Lost ~

It never quit snowing. It snowed all that day and the next. Snow filled the roads faster
than the plows could run it off, forced traffic into slow and mournful processions, blurred
headlights and taillights, and buffeted the exhaust emerging from tailpipes. Snow collected in the
branches of the trees until they bent beneath the weight of it and dragged their limbs upon the
ground. Snow mounted on cars, buried tires. It drifted into brooding heaps. It smothered
windows. Wandered, wind-whipped and lost, into cracks and lonely corners.
Snow drifts reached seven feet in some places. People were forced inside. Stores closed
up and stayed closed. Eventually, the streets were silent, still. Because of all the snow I wasn’t
able to return for the truck. I had parked it in the WinCo parking lot just after the accident. It was
there three days. When I finally managed to return, it was gone. I called the police thinking
someone had broken into it and stolen it. But it wasn’t stolen. It was impounded. Some bum at
WinCo had it towed. I hated WinCo for that. You wouldn’t believe what it cost to get the truck
out of the impound, and most of that money went to the locksmith.
The three days following Cara’s accident, Travis didn’t say a word. Not to me. Not to
anyone. He was quiet, real quiet. He never called his mother or his brother. He never called
Cara’s parents. I don’t think he could. He just couldn’t do it. Eventually, I knew that something
had to be said, but I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to cross him. I figured he would
tell people when he was good and ready. I had stayed over those three days to help him through
it. Business was shut down. None of the men could do any work. But by the third day, I began to
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worry. After I picked up the truck, checked in at the office, and left a few instructions, I returned
to Travis’s.
Travis was sitting on the couch. The phone was ringing. I went to the phone. It was
Cara’s parents. I recognized the international number on the caller ID. I wondered how they
found out, but I didn’t know who would have told them. Before it stopped ringing, Travis walked
out of the room. I picked it up. It was Cara’s mother. She asked if it was Travis on the phone. I
told her it was Travis’s friend, Bane. She sounded lost for a moment, and then she seemed to
remember me. We exchanged a friendly word, and then she asked for Cara. I paused. I watched
Travis disappear down the hallway. I looked at the phone in my hand, and then I told her the
news.
When word finally got out what happened to Cara, Travis’s house began to fill up with
gifts and visitors. There were flowers and food and cards of all kinds. His bishop’s wife sent a
number of meals. The men from work sent him a toy Coca-Cola truck with a poster signed by
each one of them, and there wasn’t a man among them who didn’t volunteer to take his route.
Jedediah Daw sent a box of Krispy Kreme doughnuts with a condolence card. It was a Hallmark
card. A real good one too, but Travis was entirely unaffected. He wouldn’t respond to anything
or anyone. Travis’s bishop stopped by and read a few words from the Bible. When he spoke,
Travis stared at the wall. Friends and neighbors paid their respects. But Travis was silent,
unresponsive, which forced me to attend to those who came, to reply to condolences, and to send
out thank you letters.
I even became the liaison between Travis and Cara’s family.
Cara’s parents insisted on taking part in the funeral and made arrangements to fly in from
Norway but wouldn’t be able to make it for three weeks, which put funeral arrangements on hold
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and meant that Cara would have to remain at the funeral home until they arrived. Cara’s parents
also offered to bring you and Travis back to their sauebonde in Norway for a while. I went
upstairs and consulted Travis, and he spoke only long enough to say that he thought maybe it
would be okay to send you but that he had too many responsibilities that required his attention
for him to just up and leave.
I watched as he ran a hand through Cara’s hangers, parted them, caressed a shirt, a dress,
and left them hanging there. I related his response to Cara’s parents, ended our interchange, and
hung up the phone.
Travis opened the medicine cabinet in the bathroom and stared into it; and after ten or
fifteen minutes, he closed it, never touching anything, never saying anything. I followed him
downstairs. He picked through the bills scrambled on the kitchen counter, touched the letters of
Cara’s name, then carefully resituated the bills as they were and left them there, too.
Cara’s white shoes were left against the wall in the hallway, her purple hand towel
hanging from the handlebar on the oven door, her hair pins piled on the microwave, and her
yellow stickies pasted on the refrigerator as if nothing had ever happened, as if she would walk
through the front door that evening on her way home from the store, as if her voice would soon
be heard as usual filling the house with life and energy.
I loaded the dishwasher. Travis sat on the couch—elbows planted on his knees—and hid
his forehead in his right hand. It was gray outside and getting dark. Two albums lay open on the
coffee table in front of him. He turned over a leaf of pictures. I caught a glimpse of the pictures
just as he turned it.
They were pictures of our trip to Norway.
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Your trip to Norway?
Cara invited us. Both of us.
The open mail slot conceals most of Bane’s face. Eva is sitting on the floor outside his
cell, legs crossed. She stretches from her hips, looks behind her, and tucks a lock of hair behind
her ear. The guard behind her is sitting with his back to the wall between cell doors with his legs
stretched out in front of him. His belt pushes up his gut. His mouth hangs open. He is asleep.
When were you in Norway?

It was many years before you were born. Travis had just graduated, and we were
preparing to buy the MDC that we had been working for. Travis went to U.S. Bank and was
approved for a business loan. It was small; but between the amount of the loan and our savings,
we figured we had enough to entice the owner, Greg Olsen, to sell out.
Travis dressed in his best suit and tie—it was a purple power tie—and polished his shoes.
He looked as sharp and as ready to own a business as anyone. I didn’t have a suit, so I dressed
for work as usual, in my blue shirt and work shorts and hat. We got into Travis’s new Mustang
and tore off to work—about 5 AM.
When we got out at the warehouse, Travis adjusted his tie and charged into the office,
startling Greg Olsen up from his desk, shook Olsen’s hand, and said, “Greg, we’re here to buy
your business.”
Olsen just looked at Travis, then he smiled, then he looked at me and blinked, and then he
began to laugh. It was a hearty laugh. A laugh as boisterous and free as life himself. Life, with
his broad forearms and his round belly. Travis frowned and looked back at me—he looked lost
as to what to say—and then turned on Olsen. “I’m serious,” he said.
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But Olsen just rocked back in his chair and laughed harder. “And what would you be
willing to pay for it?”
“One-hundred-and-fifty thousand dollars, and some change.”
Olsen leaned forward and clutched his stomach and wiped a tear from the corner of his
eye and laughed harder still.
By this time, Travis was beside himself. “I don’t see how any of this is funny,” he said.
“This is a—ha, ha, ha—a million—ha, ha, ha—”
Olsen laughed so hard, his laughter began to make me laugh, and I had to fight to stop my
insides from splitting and scrub off my smile. I folded my arms and covered my mouth. But
Travis didn’t think it was funny. Not in the slightest. He was too affronted to say anything at all.
He just stood there staring at Olsen and frowning. Then he frowned at me and then frowned
again at Olsen. I can only image how ridiculous Travis and I must have seemed to Olsen then:
Travis in his purple tie and me in my blue hat; two naïve young men who hadn’t a clue in the
world how much a business cost or, despite Travis’s education, how to run one.
“I’m lost,” Travis said.
“You—ha, ha, ha—sure are,” Olsen said. “This is a million—ha, ha, ha—dollar—ha,
ha—operation and you want to buy it for a hundred and—ha, ha, ha—fifty-thousand dollars?”
Travis’s frown disappeared instantly. He blinked.
Olsen attempted to calm himself, hiccupped, laughed again, blew his nose, and fully
worked himself out of his laughter. “I haven’t laughed that hard since—”
“We’re sorry to bother you, Mr. Olsen,” I said.
“You haven’t bothered me.” Olsen stood and rounded his desk and stretched a hand
around Travis’s shoulder and pulled me in as well and said, “I ought to give you boys a raise just
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for giving me a good laugh.” He walked us to the door. “Listen, you are two of my very best. If
you boys want to discuss the business, perhaps we can do it some other time. Work day starts in
thirty minutes,” he said. We stepped outside. Olsen shook our hands and shut the door behind us,
closing off a second row of laughter.
“That went well,” I said.
Travis just looked at me. He ripped off his tie.
For a whole week, Travis was no mighty cowboy astride his horse. He was crushed. He
was a wounded man being slowly dragged behind one, his white hat long lost in the distant dust.
Travis’s clear bright star had been extinguished, smudged out, reclassified as a dying dwarf. He
moped around the apartment like a janitor dragging on a mop, a janitor who was tired of
working, tired of living, tired of trying to carry on. Everywhere he went he hung his head and
hauled his heavy feet. He left his dishes in the sink.
I told him that I didn’t care how he felt if those dishes weren’t washed and put in the dish
rack.
Every now and then, however, Travis would light up with an idea about how we might
counter Olsen’s brush off and comb him over and I would tell him it was better to wait, to give it
time, before we went in and made fools of ourselves a second time and even lost our jobs. We
needed a new strategy.
One night it hit me, and I knew just what to do. I knew we would never convince Olsen
unless, somehow, he came out better in the end. Without telling Travis, I went into the office
after work. It was a Thursday afternoon. Olsen was sitting behind his desk like usual, about
ready to close up for the day.
“Hello, Bane,” he said as I opened his door.
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“Mr. Olsen,” I said. “Remember when Travis and I came in and offered to buy your
business?”
“I do,” he said. He smiled.
“I am here to renegotiate.”
“Now, Bane,” he said, rising from his chair; “I didn’t mean to get your hopes up when I
said—”
“Mr. Olsen, please, just listen to me; and if in the end you don’t like what I am about to
offer you, then I won’t offer again.”
“But why would I want to sell you—”
“Please.”
Olsen looked me long in the face and finally conceded and sat back in his chair.
“Mr. Olsen, you know as well as anyone that Travis is better qualified than any man to
run this business and would run it better, too—besides yourself, of course.”
“Bane, I don’t deny that Travis is a hard worker. He is a good young man. And he does a
good job.”
“Hear me out, Mr. Olsen.”
Olsen extended his hand, reoffering me the chance to speak.
“We might not have the money to buy this business from you outright, but I am prepared
to make you a deal that you may find difficult to refuse.”
Olsen watched me, but didn’t say anything, which I interpreted as an invitation to
continue speaking.

75

“If you will allow us to put in our hundred-and-fifty thousand dollars, and change, into
this company and buy a shell to put this company on the exchange, Travis is just motivated
enough to put this company into America’s top 50.”
“Go on.”
“You step back with a controlling interest, while Travis and I run this company for you.
With my share of the increased profits, I will buy off your capital investment until you are no
longer obligated for the company’s hard assets, leaving you with a full return on investment and
a sizeable retirement in shares, which I will also buy from you with my share of the profits at
one-and-a-half times the value of the price, whatever that price is. Let others do the work. Pitch
in where you see we may need to adjust our competitive strategies. Watch the company grow.
And retire young. Relatively young. For you, it will be board meetings and trips to Hawaii.”
“And what am I supposed to do with all that newfound free time?” he asked.
“Take up painting,” I said.
He rubbed his chin. He looked at me and slowly nodded and looked into the corner of the
ceiling, still nodding slowly. “I’ll talk to my wife and think on it over the weekend and let you
know on Monday. Fair enough?”
“That is as much as I could ever ask for,” I said. We shook hands, and I left his office.
Travis and Cara and I went bowling on Friday, and every pin Travis aimed at that night
he claimed was Olsen’s head.
On Monday morning, Olsen called me in and agreed to my offer. I then told him I could
not accept his agreement as it was Travis’s deal and that I preferred he make the final deal with
Travis. I asked him to apprise Travis that he had rethought his offer and would be willing to
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consider it on the conditions that he and I had previously discussed and, furthermore, to present
the deal as his own idea, as I did not want Travis to know what had transpired between us.
Olsen called Travis right there and scheduled us a meeting the next morning. Travis and I
went in together and sealed the deal, with one amendment. Travis didn’t think it was right that
Olsen would ask that I alone buy off all of his capital investment and shares but insisted that we
would use our combined profits to buy Olsen out, insuring that Olsen would get his total return
in half the time.
I thought Olsen could have presented that better.
Nevertheless, Travis and I had successfully baited him—hook, line, and sinker. He was
as agreeable as fried fish.
Travis, on the other hand, was as happy as a horse in a haystack. The same three weeks
we drafted the necessary paperwork and put everything in order to take over operations, he made
plans to propose to Cara.
Travis had the words “Marry me, Cara” put on a billboard near the river. He then drove
Cara to dinner, intending to propose to her in his car on the way; but Cara’s phone rang and she
reached under the glove box for her purse just as they drove by and missed it. Travis frantically
tapped her on the back and pointed toward his window at the same moment and drifted out of his
lane. Cara popped up. Travis shook the steering wheel, attempting to right his Mustang.
Cara asked him what was wrong, but Travis was too distracted trying to change lanes and
get off on the nearest exit in order to turn around and get back on the freeway and take another
exit further down so he could get back on the freeway again and make another pass at the sign to
answer her.
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When they were back on the freeway, driving in the opposite direction, Cara asked him if
they had missed their exit and began watching the road signs more carefully and noticed the
billboard in her mirror. Her mouth slowly formed the backwards letters. She paused, gasped,
covered her mouth, threw her arms around Travis’s neck, exclaimed that she would marry him,
and began to kiss his face. Her excitement forced Travis into the left lane. Cars honked and
slammed on their brakes.
Before they reached the next exit, Travis was pulled over by a highway patrolman, asked
to walk the white line, and given a $90.00 ticket for reckless driving. The officer then made Cara
drive. Cara laughed all the way to dinner.
Travis said he gave her the ring over a plate of spaghetti.
When Travis and Cara returned to the apartment, they had a long and serious discussion
about their relationship. Cara insisted that before they could move forward any further, Travis
would have to ask her father for her hand in marriage. She said it was expected.
I was in the kitchen doing the dishes as they talked.
Cara wasn’t sure, though, how her parents would take it if she and Travis showed up in
Norway alone together. She believed her parents might think they had been risking a sexual
relationship before marriage and didn’t want to provide them with a bad impression of Travis.
She thought that if I went along, I might alleviate mistaken assumptions and help soften
the impact on arrival. Travis could then ask her father for her hand in marriage without it being
entirely obvious what was about to take place.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Bane, come on,” Travis said. “I need moral support here. What if Cara’s father tries to
murder me?”
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“Besides, someone needs to play Travis’s chaperone,” Cara said. “Keep him out of
trouble.” She smiled at him and kissed him. Travis smiled back at her. “And Mom’s bread is
even better than mine,” she said.
I thought about it long and hard and finally agreed.
We got good prices on tickets. United Airlines. It was the year the Gulf War ended, a lot
of smaller airlines were getting into the business, and United had to lower their prices to
compete. I didn’t know it then but United was founded in Boise. It’s headquartered in Chicago
now.
United is one of the largest employee-owned corporations in the world. That’s how
companies should be: employee owned. When employees own a company, they treat it like their
own. They care as much about the company as they do about their own checks. They work
harder. They earn more. They find more satisfaction in their work. They put their heart and soul
into it.
That trip was the first time I ever rode on a plane. It was also the last. I hear some people
complain about planes. They say the turbulence bothers them. The turbulence didn’t bother me
beyond the fact that it jiggled my bladder and forced me to acquaint myself with that squished up
bathroom at the back of the plane a number of times; what bothered me was the fact that nothing
looked real out the window when we rose into the air. It seemed as if I were looking down on a
miniature model city—little doll houses, a little Smith’s, little streetlamps, little boxcars racing
around little roads on their own. Happy little farm houses placed in perfect spatial relation to one
another. The higher we went the more the land began to look like a topographical map. I didn’t
have a window seat. I had an aisle seat, but I leaned over the lap of the man next to me anyway,
my forehead stretched toward the glass. He probably wasn’t too pleased about that, but I didn’t
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pay him any attention. After a while, we were allowed to take off our seatbelts; and I found an
empty seat at the back of the plane, and stared out the window all the way to Denver.
When we first started off from Idaho Falls, I noticed the airport terminal moving
backwards in the small oval window. It was a strange sensation because it didn’t feel like we
were moving; it just felt like everything in the window was moving, falling away from us. When
I suddenly realized that it wasn’t the accordion on-ramp but the plane that was drifting, I
instinctively pressed my right foot into the floor attempting to stop us from rolling backward. I
wondered why the captain didn’t apply the brakes. I wondered why he never realized we were
moving, and I stretched my foot harder into the floor. I was afraid we might accidentally run
over a baggage truck or hit another plane.
But then the plane turned around and poked along the tarmac and my visual bearings
returned and I relaxed my knee out of the back of the seat of the passenger in front of me.
We hadn’t gone far when the plane stopped on the tarmac and we remained there for a
long while, and I wondered if there had been an accident, if there had been a crash on the runway
that the captain wasn’t telling us about so as not to scare us. Turns out, he was just waiting for
our turn to take off. I began to feel hot and found the air dial above my head and turned it and a
jet of air blasted me full in the face. I imagined myself falling through the sky. The plane was
going down and we had been forced to jump from the side door in parachutes. I breathed heavily,
the air shooting directly into my eyes and the bridge of my nose.
When we began to move again, we moved slowly. Then the plane picked up speed. The
dead grass and lights along the edge of the runway passed through the window faster and faster.
The plane began to shake. It was strange to see shrubs in the adjacent field shoot past the
window so fast. My heart beat rapidly, and I sat back and tightened my seatbelt, and then leaned
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over the man’s lap to watch out the window again. He stretched his hands across his seat as if he
had been sucked to it. The plane shook harder. My weight increased. And I found it
progressively difficult to hold myself off of him even as I wrapped my arm around the seat in
front me. As I did so, I accidentally grazed the top of a woman’s head and realized, after the
awkward pulse of a hand that attempted to push up my arm, I was probably making the flight
uncomfortable for the other passengers. But before I could sit back, my shoulder was pulled to
the chest of the man beside me like a magnet to a fridge and I had to work to drag myself off of
him. The noise in the cabin grew to a roar. My back deepened in my seat until it seemed I would
sink right through it into the laps of Travis and Cara behind me. Heaviness chained my body. I
felt so heavy, I felt I would implode. The field in the window blurred. At that point I feared two
things: I feared we might never lift off the ground at the end of the runway and crash into the
fence, and I feared that a plane turning in for a landing might drop on top of us. At that same
moment, we lifted off. The plane rocked back and forth. We were floating. We floated into the
air, rising higher and higher. Clouds streamed across the wing, and the land below disappeared.
Our second layover was in New Jersey. We were laid over six hours. Travis was not
about to sit and wait in those hard chairs at the gate. After all, we had sat an hour in Denver and
even more hours in the air, and the flight to Oslo was another sixteen. Travis charged off down
the terminal. Cara and I followed him, dragging our luggage behind us.
We got lost.
We rode escalators all over the airport for three-and-a-half hours. It was like going to
Disney Land, only there was no Goofy just a clown on stilts who we seemed to see everywhere
and I wondered what kind of airport allowed a clown to roam its terminals. He was handing out
balloons to small children.
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I can’t say I am too fond of airports. Everything feels sterile and contaminated at the
same time. Too many people. Too many travel bags. Too many signs. Too many dirty tables.
Too many janitors. Too many book stores. Too many escalators. I’ll bet we passed that metal
statue of the Trojan horse about nineteen times.
When we finally found our own gate again, Travis and Cara crashed on the chairs below
the window, their heads planted against each other’s, their mouths open. I stared out the window,
watching planes take off.
We landed in Oslo the next morning, got on another plane to Trondheim, and drove from
there. We took the ferry across Vestfjorden from Bodo to Lofoten Islands where we landed at
Moskenes and drove up to Leknes on Vestvagoy. It was a twelve hour trip. Cara drove it in nine.
I suppose we could have taken a plane—I understand Leknes has an airport, small, but it has
one—still, Cara wanted us to see what Norway was all about: majestic green mountains, rocky
snow-capped peaks, glaciers, thick moors, rivers bluer than the sky, deep fjords cutting back
from the coastline, quaint fishing villages, houses with grass roofs, seabirds, whales spouting just
off shore.
I was lost in Midgard. It was another world. It was beautiful.
A part of me secretly expected to see trolls and giants and elves and dwarves and hobbits
and ancient Viking men dressed for war, men in horned helmets, men in mail rowing knarrs
through the deep channels, mighty men hewn out of the very rock itself; but of course there
weren’t; all I ever found in Norway were just a lot of blonde-haired people. People with good
teeth.
It was June. Cara’s parent’s sheep had recently lambed, their white bodies dotting the
landscape. It was Cara’s father who told me in Norway it’s common for sheep farmers to have a
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vet artificially inseminate their ewes during mating season. Apparently, they do it to ensure
diversity in mating.
When we arrived at the house, I dropped out of the car and crumbled on the ground. I had
been sitting so long, my legs had fallen asleep. Cara’s father carried me in his arms into the
house like an invalid. It was embarrassing. Travis never let me live that one down. Cara’s father
could have lifted two of me and not thought twice about it. He was as thick and large as a fjord
horse. What I remember most about him were his hairy hands. Thick brown hair like a carpet
covered his knuckles. Cara’s mother had round hips, heavy-lidded eyes, and a bright pudgy
smile. She wore a white apron. They were nice folks, a little suspicious of Travis, took more to
me than they did to him at first; but that changed, and we all got on fine.
Their house, as I remember it, was white. Cara’s mother showed me to a room. It was
small and square with plastered walls Cara’s father had recently repainted. It had a chest of
drawers, a lamp, a double bed, and a four-paned window that looked out on the front yard. Two
thick quilts were folded on the end of the bed. One was made of these red and purple and yellow
circles; the other was blue and white in a pattern of birds and diamonds.

Those are the same blankets Bestemor spreads over my bed at night.
You’ve been to Norway.
I was raised in Norway. I grew up in Leknes. I have lived for fifteen years in the very
house you speak of.
You were raised in Norway.
Yes.
Norway.
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Yes, I was. Why do you keep saying that?
I never knew. I never heard what happened to you after Travis died.
After you killed him, you mean.
After I killed him.
And still you have not answered why.
Bane’s eyes drop, and his chin slowly follows. He stares into the grime around the
bottom of the door and traces the floor with his left forefinger, his brows crinkling. If you are to
understand why, Eva—his lids lift—you need to know the whole story.
The guard behind her begins to stir.
Her green eyes hold his through the slot.
The guard stirs again.
She glances back. Go on, she says. I’m listening.
The guard’s eyes shoot open. He stares at Eva sitting on the floor and Bane talking down
through the mail slot above her, then jumps to his feet and looks at his watch. All right, Ma’am,
he says, rubbing his face. He closes the space between them and reaches for her arm. Your time
is up. It’s time to leave.
She pulls her arm out of his grasp and stands. She stares down at Bane now peering up at
her. Her eyes appear softer than when she first arrived.
Ma’am, the guard insists.
Her chin darts back at the guard. She nods, turns, and walks away, but not without
looking once over her shoulder.
Bane watches her, watches as the distance lengthens between them, his cheek stuffed
through the slot, until she is snuffed from his line of sight. He pushes himself away and stares at
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the off-gray wall behind him as the echo from two pairs of heels fades down the corridor. A
buzzer retches. A lock pops. And a door gently thumps its frame, leaving him in perfect stillness.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
~ Canal of Tears ~

Howd it go.
Good. I guess.
What happened.
They allowed me to visit his cell.
Was it frightenin.
I am not going to lose sleep over it.
Whats he like.
Different.
Different.
Different than I thought he would be.
Hows that.
I cannot describe it. It was like I knew him.
What’d he say.
Stuff. You know.
What kind a stuff.
Stuff. I don’t know.
You mean you dun know or you dun won tell me.
Stuff. I mean, what do you want to know.
So he didn tell you.
No.
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What are you gun do.
Go back.
You won to.
Of course I do. I have to know.
You sure.
I did not come all of this way not to.
When are you gun go back.
When they let me. They made me resubmit my visitor application.
How long will’t take.
They said possibly two weeks, maybe more.
Two weeks.
They said the level of risk merited serious reevaluation.
What’d he do.
Nothing. The guard fell asleep when he was talking to me.
When he was talkin to you.
No. Bane was talking to me.
Who’s Bane.
Him.
Oh. Guard fell asleep! How long were you there.
A while.
Geesh. What’d he have to say.
Stuff. Like I told you.
You think he’ll answer you.
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He will.
What are you gun do for two weeks.
Eva doesn’t answer. She sits on the floor with her back to the wall, her knees up, the
hotel phone on the floor beside her, the receiver pinched between her ear and her shoulder. She
twists her hair and examines her bangs. I don’t know. She stands up and drags the phone along
the floor. If Bestemor calls, tell her I am in Utah.
Whats in Utah.
The Shakespearean Festival.
You sure dun won her knowin, do you.
I don’t want her to worry.
I’m wurried.
I love you, Aunt Isabel.
I love you, Sweet Pea. Be careful now, y’hear.
I will.
I dun won to hafta answer to yor bestemor if anythin happens.
Nothing will happen.
Lubbock’ll be waitin for you when you get back.
Tell that slobbery mutt I love him, too.
Eva slowly hangs up the phone and sets it on the nightstand. She drops on her back on the
bed and stares at the ceiling.
The next morning she slips downstairs for a continental breakfast in her pajamas and
hoody, hair pulled back in a ponytail, pretty even without makeup. Rickety old couples have
already congregated in the lobby. Some spark up small talk. Others shift along the buffet table.
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Eva joins the line. A woman with wrinkles around her eyes smiles at her and offers her the
sausages. Eva smiles back but shakes her head and tucks her hotel cardkey into the pocket of her
hoody. When she has selected her breakfast, she sits at a small table in the corner with her legs
crossed on her chair. She eats a few quartered oranges and a box of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes from
a foam bowl with a plastic spoon that squeaks, sending a prickle through her back, each time she
dips it. She is the only individual in the room without white hair or curled shoulders, the only
individual not wearing a cardigan or smelling of lavender. She watches a skinny, arthritic man
with a fat belly gather a mound of eggs onto his plate and slather his pancakes with syrup. He sits
alone beside the window.
Eva peels back the skin of her last quartered orange.
When she returns to her room, she flops among the pillows on her bed. The blankets are a
mess. What is she going to do for the next two weeks? Eva does not know what there is to do in
this city. Maybe she can go to the zoo. She thinks about that. Does Idaho Falls have a zoo? Even
if they do, what if her visitor application takes longer than two weeks? Worse yet, what if they
do not let her visit him again at all? Eva thinks about returning to Aunt Isabel’s. Maybe she
could stay with Aunt Isabel until they call. She does not like the idea of flying back and forth
multiple times between Texas and Idaho though. She ought to stick it out for two weeks and see.
Eva debates with herself and finally comes to a determination: if after two weeks she
does not hear back from them, she will fly to Aunt Isabel’s. She can’t stay in this hotel forever.
When the warden said, “serious reevaluation,” Eva could tell by the tone in his voice he
meant it. She wonders how much trouble that guard got in for falling asleep. Now that she thinks
about it, it was not very safe. Who knows what Bane could have done while he was not on duty?
If Bane wanted to, he probably could have done something really bad; but to his credit, all he did
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was talk. He did not seem to mind talking at all. His story went on a whole lot longer than she
anticipated. He talked so long even she lost the thread of his story a few times.
Was that really what her parents were like? Her mor sounded fun, at least. If Bane’s story
was true, she really had missed a lot. Her far sounded like a great man. She would have loved to
have known her parents. Bane’s story made her feel closer to them than anything Mormor had
told her. At least, his story was interesting; but how much can she trust him? He is, after all, a
criminal. She will have to be careful not to let her own guard down, no matter how enthralling
his narrative may get. The whole situation is dangerous if not completely reckless. What if he is
actually lying about everything, telling Eva everything she always wanted to hear about her
parents? What if he is a psychopath?
Now that he knows she exists, what if he finds a way to break out of jail and hunt her
down and murder her, too? Could people in prisons be trusted not to do that kind of thing? Eva
shudders. That is a completely stupid idea. If Bane was anything like that, he could have already
tried it when that guard fell asleep, but he didn’t. He didn’t. He just kept talking. He spoke so
naturally to her it was as if they had known each other for years.
Eva’s mind is made up. If she is offered the opportunity to see him again, she will hear
him out. She will listen to what he has to say until he answers her question, and then she can
leave.
She debates whether she wants to get ready for the day. She lifts her hotel cardkey from
her pocket and examines it and eventually lays it beneath the lamp on the nightstand. She checks
her phone. Her grandmother’s number appears ten times, and Aunt Isabel has left a text message:
good mornin sunshn. She smiles, leaves her phone, rolls across the bed, and flips open her
suitcase. She lifts a pair of jeans, a bra, underwear, and blouse from beneath a black suit, walks
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to the bathroom, and closes the door. The shower shoots on. It fusses and spits and expels a
steady stream. The door slides open and shut. She begins to hum. There is a short thump. It is a
bottle that hits the shower floor. The roar in the wall from the shower turns off, followed by the
sound of a sharp squeal and another thump.
The bathroom door opens, and she emerges with the broiling steam, fresh clothes tucked
under her arm. Her body and hair are wrapped in white towels, her hair drawn up in a turban. Her
pajamas and hoody are lying on the back of the toilet. There is a towel hastily spread across the
floor and a foggy streak across the mirror. The bar of complimentary soap lying on the floor of
the shower is half-used and the entire bottle of hotel shampoo has been extracted.
She smells strongly of hotel soap. After jerking her jeans up over her hips and buttoning
her shirt and hanging her towels on anything that will hang—the lamp shade, a hanger—she
returns to the bathroom and swipes the fog from the mirror with her hand, leaving a streak
dappled with crystal drops. She frowns at the white smear that immediately replaces it, brushes
her teeth, and dries her hair with the blow dryer in the ever-clearing mirror. She watches her
flying hair, runs her fingers through it, points the blow dryer at the mirror, and tips her head
sideways. When she is finished, she stashes the dryer along the edge of the sink and applies her
makeup, rubs on her cheeks, draws on her eyebrows and lips, and examines her face.
Her green eyes gaze back at her. She is proud of the fine angle of her jaw and the
firmness of her eyes. The beauty mark beside her left eye complements her face. Her nose is
slightly pinched on the end. Her ears are small, bare.
She trots from the bathroom and searches through her suitcase for her opal earrings,
returns to the bathroom and slips the hooks, one followed by the other, into her earlobes.
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She lifts her brows and gives an oblique turn of her chin. Her bangs arch over her
forehead. She pulls her hair back into a ponytail with a hair tie, holds it there, stares, casts the tie
on the sink, and lets her hair fall around her face. She slides a brush through it a few times, lifts it
with her hand, whips it back, and lets the waves break where they land. She stares at herself once
more, then unplugs the blow dryer and leaves the bathroom.
She throws open the curtains. Light sears through the room, soaks the furniture. She
stares out onto the parking lot. Cars race along the freeway. She slowly pulls the curtains shut,
looks back at the TV, and finally thrusts them open again and leaves them open. She sits on the
bed and tugs on her boots, snatches up her purse and cardkey, and leaves the room.
The warmth outside is inviting. The sky is adorned with clouds. Shafts of sunlight move
across the land. She walks down West Elder Street, away from the Holiday Inn, away from the
Applebee’s beside it, away from the smell of exhaust and fried food. Cars shoot along the nearby
freeway with a steady noise like the sound in a sea shell.
Not too far down the street, at the corner of West Elder and South Owyhee, she finds a
small park with tennis courts and a playground and a basketball pad. She wanders into the shade
of the trees and sits down on a swing. A middle-aged couple is playing tennis. The man wears
white shorts; the woman, a short white skirt. They are both hunched over their rackets. The
woman shifts on her feet. The man drops backward into his hairy knees, tosses a green ball into
the air, and clubs it hard. The ball missiles toward the woman on the other side of the net. She
dashes toward the ricocheting ball with a backhand. Her ponytail swings over her visor. She
misses.
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The man walks across the green-top and tugs a ball from his back pocket. There is still
another ball there. It is a round knot on his rear like a hitch welded to the backside of a truck.
His fingers pick at the stringing in his racket.
Eva rocks back and forth in the swing, her feet planted in the woodchips.
The man sinks backward again, throws the ball, and misses. The woman flinches and
stands up straight. She smiles. He tosses the remaining balls in her direction. She bends and
stuffs two in the pocket behind her skirt. They bulge from her muscular thigh. She positions
herself, lifts the ball, swings, and cracks the ball over the net. It bounces. The man strikes it
overhand. It sails back over the net. The woman darts and sends it back over the net. It strikes the
offensive zone at a sharp angle. The man reaches and misses. She squeals and leaps into the air
and hugs her racket and points it at her opponent. He gives her a thumbs-up and digs his toe into
the green-top and readies himself for another go.
The smells of this city are different. Above the woodchips, beyond the turf and trees, and
the cars turning the corner, it smells like wash-wood, dry grass, and river water. Beyond the park
there is an open field and beyond that a twisted row of houses. Despite the noise from the
freeway, it feels calm here, easy, like an eternal desert summer continually refreshed by the
runoff from timbered mountains. Eva remembers seeing a canal near the hotel when she landed
at the airport, but doesn’t remember in which direction.
She walks backward in the swing until she can’t take another step, lets herself go, and
rides forward, leaning from the chains, her toes extended out in front of her. Her feet touch the
turret on the playground. She pendulums, rides backward and upward in her seat. The ground
drops. The trees descend beside her. She floats, if only for a moment, before diving toward the
earth again, hard and fast. The ground reaches to snatch her back, but she defies its grip, her
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heels stretched against it. She rises, cushioned on the air. Her feet tag the tip of the tree behind
the playground. She descends again, boots tucked beneath her. The air flurries at her back. The
earth grows distant, small, below her. She plunges downward. The wind catches her hair. She
pitches like a bird, skims the earth, and soars heavenward. Her feet touch the sky. She is
weightless, a feather, an angel. She walks among the clouds, among the billowed waves, among
the heavenly hosts clothed in white. It is an effortless walk. She is a walker of the skies. Her foot
sinks. She rights herself and stands once more. Her other foot sinks. She loses faith. Her body is
being swallowed. She is drowning. The surface is now beyond her reach. She plummets
backward, grazes the ground, and rises upward. Her body is jolted by the turn against gravity. On
the next swing a hand touches her back and pushes her forward. She looks back, but no one is
there. She rises, immersed in rays of sunshine. She is bathed in light. She is radiant.
The ground surges upward. It throws its arms around her. It drags her down. Her boots
clip the ground. She digs her heels in. One boot is shucked off her foot. It cavorts through the air
and lands in the woodchips a full pace from her. She shifts backward in her seat, then forward,
and stops, shoulders planted in the chains. Woodchips clutch her pink sock as if they are trying
to rip that from her too.
Behind her, two teenage boys in baggy shorts and wife-beaters are playing basketball.
One postures, bounces the ball, fakes, bounds forward around his opponent. They collide. One
boy lifts his arms; the other, lays the ball up. It slides across the backboard and smacks the
ground. Eva cringes at the sound, her shoulders balled toward her ears. She glances back,
releases herself from the swing, carefully picks her way across the woodchips, and retrieves her
boot.
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The ball repeatedly strikes the court as she brushes her boot off and sits down. She slides
it up her leg, stands, and brushes off her buttocks.
She watches the boys. One pulls off his beater, tucks it into his baggy shorts. The boy
with his beater still on bounces the ball between his legs and changes feet. The shirtless boy
reaches in. The boy in the beater rolls around him. The other stretches his arms and plods after
his opponent, knees bent. They both leap. The boy with the beater shoots, his elbow aligned with
the ball, and drops to his feet with his shooting arm still extended, wrist bent. Swish. The other
boy collects the ball and bounces it. They bump fists as they pass each other. The boy with the
ball takes it back past half court, grips it between his hip and his elbow, licks his hand, rubs the
sole of his red sneaker, and bounces the ball to the other, whose hands are now planted on his
knees. He taps the ball back. The shirtless boy fakes, steps back, fakes, steps back, and pursues a
number of other fancy moves before he dives toward the basket beneath the other’s raised arms.
The ball flicks the bottom of the net.
Eva is getting hungry. She tosses her hair back and leaves the park.
At Applebee’s she is shown to a table by a waitress with sharp highlights. In the middle
of the restaurant, there is a bar surrounded by booths. The walls are covered with photographs of
famous people. Flat screens TVs are mounted in the corners. A baseball game is on. Eva sits at
the booth beside the window, peruses the menu, and orders a sandwich. She watches a plane lift
off beyond the freeway.
After lunch, she takes a walk down the street in the opposite direction and turns down
South Vista Avenue where she quickly comes upon the canal. It goes right under the street, and
trails off in both directions on either side of it. In one direction, homes and backyards blocked by
shrubs and trees line the upper and lower sides of the canal. The homes on the upper side are
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closer and look directly down onto it, while the homes on the lower side are separated from it by
a grassy upward slope. A narrow dirt road winds alongside the canal, but it is closed off by a
gated fence a short distance from the street. Eva walks down the dirt road as far as the gated
fence and stands there for a while, staring down at the canal with her forehead set against it.
The water is dark green. The surface reflects the sky. The water moves noiselessly in its
long, gentle track. It would be a nice, quiet, jog, if the gate was only open.
Though the gate is locked with a padlock, the gates stand slightly apart from one another
at the bottom. It might be possible to squeeze through it. Eva looks back across the street. On the
other side, the dirt road along the canal is only cut off by a cattle gate beside a cluster of trees.
Much easier to get through. She returns to the busy street, looks both ways, sprints across, and
approaches the cattle gate on the other side. She lays her hands on the gate, glances behind her,
and places her boot on the lowest rung. When she is over, she walks freely down the dirt road
along the canal, but she doesn’t walk far before she stops. Along the upper side, as far as she can
see, homes and backyards look down onto the canal as before, but on the lower side she finds an
open farm field. She wonders what a farm field is doing in the middle of the city. It’s a strange
place, Boise. On the edge of the field closest to her she sees a farm house, a large block of hay
bales, and a few cows. It’s all very quaint—something like home, only a little drier. The dirt road
along this end of the canal is not at all concealed.
Eva doesn’t know whether it is permitted to walk this road or not, and she doesn’t fancy
getting caught in case it isn’t. After all, there is a gate that blocks it off in both directions, and the
sign on the gated fence on the other side did say keep out. She returns to the street and walks the
short distance back to the hotel. It will be a great jog when evening sets in; besides, no one will
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notice her anyway in the fading light. If she does get caught, she’ll just tell them in her thickest
Norwegian accent she’s new to the area and didn’t know it wasn’t a jogging trail.
That evening she dresses in her sweat pants and t-shirt and returns to the canal. She leaps
the cattle gate and jogs the dirt road. She finds her rhythm, heels hitting the ground like a
metronome, ponytail swishing behind her head. She takes the air through her nose and releases it
through her mouth. She is as steady and smooth as the canal itself. The farm field opens up on
her left. Lights twinkle down from the houses across the canal on her right. Nothing but the
crescent moon, emerging stars, and silent water accompanies her.
She is alone.
She is not far down the twilight road when a light flashes around her. Her shadow slides
up from the field, darts across the road, and leaps the canal. She looks behind her. A set of
headlights shine on the cattle gate. Her heart rate quickens and so do her feet. She’s been caught.
An engine revs and dies down. It grumbles like a truck without a muffler. A door slams. She’s
now certain they’re after her. She hears a man’s voice. The man runs his mouth off at the lock on
the gate. A door opens and shuts again.
She accelerates her pace, scanning the terrain for a possible place to hide, but there isn’t
any, not with a canal on one side and an open field on the other. She considers the option of
dropping down into the open field, but doesn’t fancy the chance of spooking a cow or, worse, a
bull. She thinks of jumping into the canal and shudders back the thought. She doesn’t dare do
anything but keep running. Maybe this road comes out onto a street like the one she left. The
problem is she doesn’t know what lies ahead of her. She reprimands herself for not mapquesting
the area from the hotel’s internet when she could have. Though she is afraid of what lies ahead,
she is still more afraid of what now lies behind and the consequences it portends. She feels like a
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rabbit being chased by a wolf and wishes she hadn’t risked the jog after all; but here she is,
trapped with nowhere to go but onward. Her best chance is to keep running. She is a fast runner.
She once timed herself to a six minute mile, although it usually takes her closer to seven.
It’s been three minutes and the headlights at the gate haven’t moved. She wonders
whether her fear is baseless and slackens her pace. She glances behind. The headlights suddenly
pass through the gate. She hears the sound of peeling wheels. She renews her speed but feels her
muscles struggle against her will. She is not used to keeping up this momentum.
The truck rips down the road. Her throat constricts. She finds it increasingly difficult to
breathe. The truck is bearing down on her at a rate much quicker than hers. She grows desperate,
sees a cluster of bushes on her right, darts off the dirt road, slides down the embankment, and
conceals herself as best she can. The truck roars by above her, followed by a trail of dust. She
clutches at the stitch in her chest. Waits. Nothing happens. The truck’s taillights never brighten.
It just keeps going. She looks around behind her.
No cows.
She begins to laugh. She can’t stop. The incident seems entirely silly now that the danger
has passed. She scales the embankment and collapses with laughter. She incites herself to stand
and jog back but she can’t seem to make herself do it no matter how she tries. Her legs are too
weak. She laughs again, punches the dirt. Get a hold of yourself. She climbs onto the road,
stands, shakes out her legs, and begins to walk back when another set of headlights turns onto the
road and an engine speeds up.
Instinctively, she runs, forgetting her hiding place. She cuts quickly down the road with
renewed breath, but her body gives in almost as quickly. She forces herself onward, but her legs
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feel as wobbly as soft rubber. She runs slower and slower until she reaches a point where the dirt
road passes a small neighborhood. She sees a paved street with dead-end rails just below her.
She awkwardly skips down the embankment toward the street, which opens onto a
subdivision of small but newer homes—West Alexandra Drive. She is completely lost. The
vehicle drives down the dirt road behind her. She takes the sidewalk and follows the road out of
the neighborhood. At one point, she catches sight of the open field and takes the roads around it,
always keeping the field on her left until she reaches West Canal Street, turns left, and luckily
meets South Vista Avenue again, which she follows until she reaches her hotel. When she gets to
her room, she collapses on her bed and buries her face in the pillows.
She has walked over four miles.
She turns over, realizing she has left the curtains open, crosses the room, and pulls them
shut. She looks back at her suitcase. Her one-piece is hanging half way out of it. She bends down
and pushes it back in and pauses. She pulls it out, crawls over her bed and reads the clock on her
cell phone from the nightstand, and looks at the swimsuit in her hand.
The hotel restaurant is closed, but the pool is still open.
She eases herself into the hot tub. She has it all to herself. She folds her shoulders into a
corner and soaks in the boiling water. It eases her arms and legs. She relaxes and begins to bawl.
The tears flow freely. When she runs out her tears, she fins her hand through the water, wipes at
her nose and eyes, and scrubs back her cheeks. She is deathly hungry.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
~ Alone ~

Two weeks later, Bane is wakened by the noise of approaching footsteps. He sits up in
bed, body nearly swallowed by the mattress, head drooping between his shoulders. He scrubs his
face. The bed bar shadows his forehead. A guard opens the mail flap.
You have a visitor, he says.
Bane stands, approaches his cell door, and pushes his hands through the slot. The guard
cuffs them, and Bane’s hands slide back inside. The guard stands back and the door opens. Bane
steps out, the guard catches him by his right elbow, and they start down the corridor. The guard
looks at him. His keys shake at his hip. The lights above their heads flood the floor. The floor is
smooth, almost reflective; the lights, set at intervals, leaving nearly imperceptible spaces of
darkness between them.
The guard leads Bane to the visiting room. He has never seen this room before. There are
other people there. He sits down at a table. One wall is muralled. He stares at a sea horse. On the
wall behind him, a hot air balloon rises above a river. A camera stares him in the face. He turns
away, looking over the small white table. Eva is standing at the far side of the room wearing a
sleek black suit and a green collared shirt. She is accompanied by an authoritative man with a
black mustache as sharp and bristly as a comb. The man shakes her hand. His lips move. Bane
cannot hear what the mustached man says, but he can clearly hear the low register of his voice.
He is still holding her hand. He nods, offers a reassuring smile, shakes her hand again, and
departs. Eva crosses the room. She has a graceful, yet purposeful, stride. Bane looks up as Eva
fills the room and sits down across from him.
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You said I needed to know the whole story.

We were two weeks in Norway; and in that time, I never saw the sun set; it just skimmed
the horizon at night and then shot into the sky again. Of course, you know what it’s like living
inside the Arctic Circle. It was wild. And a bit chilly.
The third day there Travis and Cara and I took your grandparents’ horses out for a ride in
the fields beyond the house. They had two fjord horses as blonde as the people there and a
Shetland pony with a braided-blazed face from Texas. I guess they still do.
Eva shook her head.
Well, I rode the pony.
Travis and Cara were out ahead of me, and I had a devil of time keeping that pony
moving along. Travis had asked your grandfather for Cara’s hand in marriage earlier that
morning. Cara knew that he was going to ask sometime, but she didn’t know he already had and
he didn’t tell her. Before he went into your Grandfather’s den, he asked me to wait just outside
the door and listen.
Travis took my shoulders in his hands and looked me straight in the face. “If you hear
any arms discharged or you hear me choking to death, you break in and rescue me,” he said.
I nodded and backed against the wall.
Travis squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and knuckled the wood door. A muffled
voice came through it. Travis turned the knob and stepped inside. The door clicked shut behind
him.
I don’t know how much help I would have been. A toothpick in the jaws of a bear is all.
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A half an hour later, Travis and your grandfather emerged from the door. Your
grandfather ducked under the door jam after Travis. Travis was beaming. Your grandfather
clapped him on the shoulder, and they shook hands.
“I suppose you’ll ask her soon,” he said.
“Today,” Travis said.
“Then get to it, boy, before I boot you out a the house.”
“Yes, sir,” Travis said.
Your grandfather smiled and pulled him into a hug and drew me along with him, and
there we were three men wrapped in each other arms when your grandmother bustled into the
hall and stopped and asked what the occasion was. When your grandfather told her, she fainted.

We were only a few hundred yards from the house when Travis eased back on the reins.
His boots punched the ground. Cara pulled up alongside him as Travis picked a small flower
from the grass. A stemorsblomst, the only one in the field. A heart’s delight. A jack-jump-upand-kiss me. It was a rare flower to find so far north, but then again, Cara was a rare woman.
“Kiss me, Cara,” he said, lifting that small tri-colored flower toward her.
Cara smiled and flicked her heels into her horse’s barrel and loped off. Travis saddled
himself in a single leap and charged after her. They ran their horses on at a fair pace—Cara’s
golden hair streaming in the wind, Travis’s hands high on his horse’s crest, his face bent beside
his horse’s left ear—left me completely behind.
I almost gave up the chase on that pitter-pattering pony. I heeled that animal a good many
times, but all it gave back was a trickle-trot. So there I was trickle-trotting in their dust when
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Cara’s horse’s knees suddenly bucked and straightened at a ditch and she toppled off over its
shoulder.
“Cara!” Travis shouted and jumped to a stop behind her and slid to the ground.
Cara was lying in the grass. She wasn’t moving.
I flapped the reins and kicked the pony’s flanks and finally trickle-trotted up behind
them. As I reached them, Travis was sitting Cara up. She looked dazed, her eyes as blue and
foggy as the sky, her hair askew.
“Everything all right?” I asked.
Travis glanced back and nodded. He lifted Cara to her feet and held her closely in his
arms.
While idly I stood looking on, I found the effect of love in idleness. Cara’s head was
thrown back as she gazed into the face of her rescuer, lost in her lover’s eyes, lips puckered, as if
she were about to smooch a peach; but just as their mouths were closing the space between them,
that little flower sort of floated up between their faces and Cara went cross-eyed.

Our first day back to work after the accident the new guy quit. Said he had been accepted
to the University of Texas at El Paso and had to move. He came in on Friday, gave five days
notice, and left on Tuesday. Travis had just trained him, too. His name was George, but he
insisted on being called Giorgio. I didn’t like him. I could see he was trouble from the start:
ridiculous, immature, more concerned with his reflection in the window and the curl in his hair
than his job. I was glad we were rid of him, but Travis never liked to lose a man.
Travis was despondent. He stared at the wall, buried under his desk to the chest, left
elbow planted on the surface, hand raised, fingers wilting, his chair leaning so far backward it
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looked like he was sitting in quicksand. I had told Travis he needed more time off, but he had
insisted. He said he needed to pick up his life again and arranged to work a couple of hours each
morning and leave you with the neighbor.
I was about to say something when someone shouted in the warehouse. I jumped out of
my chair. One of the men had hooked a crate lopsided with the forklift and lifted it after the other
had cut through its plastic wrap. I darted out of the office. The one who had cut the wrap was
bracing himself against the leaning load. The man in the lift leapt out to shoulder the product
alongside him.
“Lower it. Get back in the lift,” I yelled, but neither of them heard me. Both men were
grunting against the crates. I slid into the forklift seat and released the lift. It thumped the slab.
The product shifted. Bottles toppled off the top and the crates came crashing down all around
them. It was as if a dam had broken. Purple, yellow, white, and red bottles tumbled to the
ground, bounced on the floor, and spun away in every direction. A number of other men had
heard the commotion and rushed to help. Travis was standing in the office doorway.
In the reverberating silence that followed, one last bottle slipped free and fell and struck
the cement with a clamorous clatter and rolled away. Travis turned, glanced back, and walked
out.
All eyes shifted to me as I watched him leave the building.
I went over to Travis’s house that night. He was lying on his bed, staring at the black
window. You were wailing in the other room. I pushed away from his door frame and lifted you
from your crib and rocked you. You cried until you hiccupped and burped, and then sank on my
shoulder in a sporadic fit of fading sobs. A bottle was lying behind the bars. It was full except for
a little milk that dripped from the nipple and wet the sheet. I carried you and your blanket
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downstairs and laid you on the couch. Your cheeks were tear-stained and your face was red and
your hair was frayed and wispy. You were asleep. You gave a small after-cry and rolled over.
I started dinner.
I diced some potatoes and cheese and tossed them into a pan of oil and fried them. The
dishes from the night before were still lying in the sink, and I put them into the dishwasher and
closed it up and turned it on. Travis came down, looking around as if he were searching for
something he couldn’t find. I stirred the pan.
“I told you you needed more time,” I said.
Travis didn’t answer. He checked his pockets, rummaged through the hall closet,
removed his coat. The hanger popped and dropped to the floor. His coat was inside out and he
pushed his arms into the sleeves inside out. His coat tag stuck out from the back of his neck like
a white tongue. He counted the hangers without picking up the broken one that fell and turned
toward the entry, paced the entry, grasped the doorknob, seemed to think better of going outside,
and paced the entry again.
The dishwasher changed cycle.
He was the same way at his wedding. He paced the entry of our apartment and looked at
his watch. It was 7 AM. “Do you think she’ll be there?” he asked
“Of course she’ll be there,” I said.
“Maybe it’s too early.”
“Better early than late. You’ve got a half an hour.”
“All right; okay.” Travis stared at the wall.
I took him by the shoulders and looked him in the face. “Calm down,” I said.
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His eyes were elsewhere. He was looking past my face. His eyes then shifted, and he
focused on me.
“What are you nervous about?” I asked
“Do I look nervous?”
“No—you look as calm as a midsummer night’s dream.”
“Really?”
“Travis.”
“Huh?”
“The door.” I shook my head and grinned and followed him out.
It was mild outside, a perfectly mild mid-summer day. Not too warm. Not too cold. The
sun was out. The trees sprouted thick leaves. The smell of flowers and fresh cut grass lingered in
the air. As I closed and locked the door behind us, Travis paced the sidewalk beside the car
outside our apartment and adjusted his yellow tie. He was wearing a dark suit that looked sleek
in the sunlight.
“Will you get in the car,” I said.
Travis fumbled with his keys at the driver’s side door.
“Maybe I should drive,” I suggested.
“I’ll drive,” he said.
“If you drive, we might never get there.”
Travis fumbled at the lock again. “Maybe it’s better you do drive.”
I lifted my hand. He tossed me the keys. I circled behind the Mustang as he circled in
front. I unlocked the car, and we both plunged in.
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Travis had asked his uncle to be his witness and arranged to meet him at the temple. I
suppose it would have been best to have a father fill that responsibility, but Travis didn’t have a
father. The story according to his mother was that his father left them when he and his brother,
Mark, were only toddlers. Travis had never heard from him. Didn’t know who he was or where. I
don’t believe he would have recognized him on the street if he was standing right in front of him.
His mother and brother and grandparents and others were going to meet him at the temple, too. I
couldn’t go in—wasn’t a member of his faith—but Travis asked me to be his best man at the
reception.
When we arrived, Cara was already there. Her hair was up, but she wore no wedding
gown. She wore a knee-length skirt and white high heels. Her mother and sister and aunt, buried
beneath a river of white cloth and plastic, carried her dress into the temple. Others went in. Her
father. Travis’s mother and brother. Uncles. Aunts. Grandparents. Travis and I took each other
by the hand and embraced each other hard and struck each other on the back. Travis stepped
back and straightened his suit. Cara touched my arm, and we hugged. Travis smiled and took
Cara’s arm in his, and they went in. I watched the doors fold behind them. I looked around me.
I stood alone.
I sank my hands into my pockets and hitched up my shoulders and turned around and
walked away. I found a seat on the low flowerbed wall. But as the sun shone directly in my face,
I scooted under the extended arms of what looked like a sweeping birch. The shade striped my
face. A sharp wind whipped up the smell of flowers. Fresh. Fragrant. Divine. Light filtered
through the trees. I plucked a twig from the rich dark soil and snapped it in pieces and piled them
on the stone and separated them and arranged them into little clusters, a square house, and finally
the symbol of infinity. If I listened carefully, I could hear the sounds of the Snake River, the faint
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hiss of the falls. I pictured Travis and Cara like Adam and Eve, married, naked and innocent,
before God in the Garden of Eden. I was in that garden. A silent observer of that once immortal
paradise, before time, before the fall, before the emergence of mortal man when his eyes first
looked out upon a wild and dreary world, a garden cleansed, remade, holy by the blood of Christ,
the Prince of Peace, chosen before the world was, its Savior and Redeemer. The air shifted and
the smell of flowers succumbed to the smells of dirt, cut grass, and the hot shrub beside me. My
rear grew pained by the hard stone, but I didn’t notice it much. Not enough to stand. It was a cool
mid-summer morning. But I sweated in spite of it. Clouds drifted across that white spire rising
high above me, pointing heavenward, a gold angel at its pinnacle, sounding the trump of God.
Deafening. Silent. Serene. Anxious leaves fluttered and hushed. A wild, ruthless world was
closing around me, lurking at the fringes, prowling along the edges of that garden paradise. Who
was I? Where was I going? All will come to death. I knew where I was going. But it was there,
sitting just there, I heard a whisper. It turned the hairs up in my ear. Death is not the end.
The doors opened once again; members of Travis’s and Cara’s families slowly leaked
from the building by ones and twos until they were scattered across the walk. Three large utility
vans pulled into the parking lot. Children in froofy Sunday dresses and boys with licked back
hair spilled from the open doors.
Families clustered like wild flowers in a field, a cluster here, a cluster there, beyond and
about the entry, when a flurry of motion spread through them like a wind in a bed of daisies and
all eyes were drawn to the front doors. Travis and Cara burst from the building holding hands
and smiling—Cara holding a fountain of purple, yellow, and white flowers out in front of her,
Travis’s purple boutonniere blossoming at his chest.
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Travis’s brother was a professional photographer and took photos of them on the lawn,
beneath the gold angel, among the tulips, against the cast stone walls. He took pictures of their
rings, Cara’s veil, the mole on Travis’s chin. Travis was ticked when he saw the picture, but Cara
laughed it off, framed it, and hung it on the wall at the head of the stairwell. She said it was her
favorite picture, and Travis never complained about it again. When Mark grouped both families
together in front of the building, I stood off to the side—Cara’s family huddled in tight knots,
talked a lot, many in Norwegian, others with a Texas drawl, most were as blonde as Cara and a
good number of them overweight, while Travis’s family sported Nevada tans and sun-bleached
bangs, exhibited large teeth, and frequently moved their hands around—but Cara’s aunt insisted I
was part of the picture, too, and pulled me in. I was worked right down into the center of the
family until I was standing directly behind Travis. When Mark took the picture, Travis’s head
was blocking my face, but you could sort of see my left ear and shoulder between him and Cara.
The reception was held at the Hilton Garden Inn. It was a posh place. Fancy room.
Decorated purple, white, and yellow. Nice music: Frank Sinatra, Nat King Cole, Harry Connick
Jr. The catering service served a large dinner: wooden bowls of bread and porcelain plates of
Norwegian Meat Balls with Gjetost Cheese Sauce over pasta, filleted lemon cod with cream-andonion mashed potatoes, fancy bell chocolates dribbled with white chocolate, apple cake, and
Welch’s grape juice, pressed to a fine pucker. There wasn’t a single drop of alcohol in the room,
not unless you count the rubbing alcohol used on one of the boys who managed to cut his finger
on a table knife.
When all the guests left, Travis and Cara stayed and spent their honeymoon at the Hilton
Garden Inn. The rest of the family stayed at the Best Western down the street. It was a weird
arrangement, but Travis had forgotten to plan their honeymoon; and when they saw how nice the
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Hilton was, he figured they might as well stay there. Both of their families left the next day. That
week Travis called me and asked if I could find them an apartment as he had forgotten that, too. I
had already figured as much and found them an apartment down the street from Travis’s and
mine, an apartment near the golf course. I helped them move in.
Between all of the family and guests, their reception room was a crowded, noisy place. A
number of children got bored and began chasing each other around the room in a game of tag.
Cara’s uncle browsed the buffet table, ladling potatoes, cod, meatballs, pasta, chocolates, and
apple cake onto his sixth plate. Mark held his camera to his eye, nose scrunched, crouched in
corners or balancing on chairs, his body bent at odd angles, taking the wedding cake or the
ringlets of a small girl’s hair or the light fixtures and figures in the mirror through the artistic
scope of his Nikon lens. People were slapping their knees, laughing, or talking across tables,
while couples, doing the foxtrot, dodged each other on the dance floor. Travis’s mother was
dancing with Cara’s great-grandfather. A small boy in a suit coat was hanging from a girl twice
his height, his face planted in the white beads around her waist.
I sat alone at the far end of the room with an empty plate in front of me, watching Travis
and Cara between the moving mouths of the other people at my table. Travis and Cara were
dancing, slowly, near the wedding cake. A girl darted between them and the table, followed by a
boy with his shirttail un-tucked. I sat up sharply, my hand outstretched. The cake rocked, and
Cara’s dress fluttered in their wake, but nothing else happened. Travis and Cara didn’t seem to
notice. They danced as if they were the only people in the room, just the two of them, arm in
arm, staring into each other’s eyes.
~

~
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Travis finally slapped the doorknob and gave it a hard turn and plunged outside, not
shutting the door behind him. I went to the door and stood there, facing out. The cold swirled my
legs, gathered into my face, and hurt my nose. Travis had snapped up a shovel from the side of
the house and was thrusting it into the snow and tossing it from the walk. The snow went black
and disappeared in the dark beyond the thread of light leaking from the doorway. At times, the
shovel scraped the pavement. A horrible, ear twisting noise. He lifted the handle between his
hand and his knee and bailed the snow aside and reset himself for another sweep. Travis worked
as if he were shoveling coal, his right shoulder angling backward, his elbow swinging in a
steady, furious rhythm, the snow curling outward at the force of each blast. The dark pavement
lengthened behind him even as snow crumbled around his shovel or caught the wind and
gathered around his heels, leaving long streaks after him. Travis worked like a man fighting to
dig himself out of black quicksand even as it worked around his legs and sucked him deeper and
deeper. He worked as though he were trying to erase it.
The only sounds were the wind and the swift, repetitive scratch of his shovel.
Black clouds released their grip on the moon and for a moment the snow in the yard
turned white. Travis’s shovel flashed bright red as black snow shot across that cold night light. A
cloud then groped the moon, took it, and buried it within its fist, and Travis was again folded in
darkness, except for that ribbon of yellow light which touched his back. He was sinking. He was
sinking into the dark. He was sinking in the snow.
I turned the porch light on and shut the door.
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CHAPTER NINE
~ Memories of Fire ~

I woke up on a wad of blankets on the floor beside the couch. You were slapping my
nose.
“Unco Bane. Unco Bane. Cereal. Eat.”
“Travis!” I shot up. He had not come back inside before I fell asleep. I rubbed my face
with the inside of my forearm and rushed to the door and wrenched it open. Travis was nowhere
to be seen. I balanced on one foot and then the other as I pulled on my shoes.
“Unco Bane.”
“Just a minute.” I gently held you back and tugged on my coat and scanned the yard. The
walk was cleared and most of the driveway that I could see past the corner of the garage.
“Unco Bane.”
I shut the door and picked you up and carried you to your highchair and sat you in it. I
darted to the kitchen and opened and shut the cupboards and finally found a box of Cheerios
above the refrigerator. The back of the box read: Smile. I thrust my hand into the box and drew
out a handful of oaty o’s. They spilled over my palm and fingers and scattered on the floor. I cast
them across your tray and set the box on the table and ran out of the house.
The cold punched my face, and the sun beat into my eyes. I shielded my brow and passed
around the front corner of the garage. The sun was hot though the air about me was chilled and
bitter. The walk and driveway were cleared all the way to the road. A large patch of street in
front of the house had also been cleared. As I reached the street, I could see the asphalt had been
cleared by shovel halfway down the block, south.
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I jogged along the gutter, occasionally slipping on the ice and snowpack that still clung to
the margins of the street. The frozen air battered my nose as I drew breath. Crystalline clouds
shot from my mouth and dissipated before my face.
My first fear was that Travis might be dead—frozen to death; until I realized that the area
he had cleared the night before was actually recovered by a skim of snow, which told me it
snowed again, albeit briefly, sometime during the early morning, which meant the clouds had
remained, which meant it would have been warm enough. But Travis was only wearing a light
coat and jeans.
My second fear was that I might find him frostbitten, huddled in the gutter; but when I
reached the end of the cleared street, I could not find him anywhere. I spun around and covered
my nose and searched the opposite side. A red car parked against the curb was lightly powdered.
There were no other cars on the street. The street was quiet and empty. There were no tire tracks.
No sounds. No movement. It seemed I was the only person outside in the snow early on a
Saturday morning; but I wasn’t; Travis was out there somewhere, too. The houses were all large
and austere, silent and foreboding. I lifted my elbow to my eyes and turned around. The snow
was blinding against the sun.
My third fear was that I might not find him at all and thought it might be better to return
to the house and immediately call the police. I looked down. Beside my feet, a single set of faint
tracks were planted in the snowpack along the side of the street. Beyond it, the tracks meandered
off into the neighboring field. I followed them with my eyes into the sun and jumped the mound
and trudged off after them. I followed them until I reached the playground at the center of the
neighborhood park.
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My fourth fear struck me without warning: I had left you alone in your highchair in the
house. At two, you were prone to climb out whenever you felt like it. Sometimes you treated it
like a game. Other times, you just wanted out. But you were still too small to climb down
yourself and you once fell from the tray and hit your head on the metal nub on the end of the leg
at the carpet. At the time, Cara was at the store. Travis called me, and I bolted over to the house
and helped him take you to the emergency room. You got six stitches just at the back of your
head behind your right ear. That same night Travis bought a plastic highchair. At the least, I
feared you might fall out and break an arm.
I circled the playground, checked under the red slides and ramps. I couldn’t see Travis
anywhere. There were other tracks there, too. On the other side of the equipment, seven sets of
tracks departed in three different directions—large and small alike. I shivered and danced and
slapped my arms and blew into my fists. I was out there too long, and I needed to get back. Snow
had dived into my shoes and soaked my socks. My toes felt numb. I scoured the field around me;
and when at last I didn’t find Travis, I knew the only thing I could do was to get back and call
the police.
I bounded through the snow like a deer with a broken leg: ungracefully. I turned my face
one way and then another searching for Travis as I made my way back. When I reached the
street, I stomped my heels. Fresh snow sank around my ankles. I dug it out with my reddened
fingers and tucked my hands into my armpits and loped back to the house. As I rounded the
driveway, I noticed paper protruding from the mailbox. I passed it and knocked my toes at the
corner of the wall near the door and burst inside.
The house was hot.

114

You were munching your Cheerios and smiling. I plucked my phone from the kitchen
counter and poured some milk into a sippy cup and clapped it on your tray and darted back for
the mail and slipped on the puddle in the entry.
I jerked the wad of four-day-old mail from the box. Smith’s advertisements spilled onto
the ground. I picked them up, wet, and tucked them under my elbow; the rest of the bills and
envelopes, packed in my hand. I dialed the phone.
As I reentered the house, stomping my feet and holding the doorknob, Travis came down
the stairs in his maroon robe and white pajamas. I looked up and stared. He didn’t look at me. I
slammed the door and clicked the phone off and kicked off my shoes and marched in my wet
socks to the kitchen table and sat down. The mail exploded from my hand like a stack of cards
and scattered on the table. Travis entered the kitchen and pulled a box of Berry Berry Kix from
the pantry. He lifted a bowl down from the cupboard. He opened a drawer and slipped out a
spoon. He opened the refrigerator and stared into it and finally removed a jug of Smith’s 1%
milk. He sat down at the head of the table and tipped the box of Kix. The contents shifted and
tinkled into his bowl like laughter.
I tore open a bill. “Where were you?”
Travis poured his milk. Upon impact with the first Kic, a small jet streamed off from the
white river surging into his cereal and arced over the lip of the bowl and pooled on the table.
Travis set the milk down. He hammered on the lid, lifted a spoon to his mouth, and began to
crunch, leaving that miniscule pool lying on the table beside his bowl.
I watched him. Travis stared into the fake plant in the middle of the table masticating like
a cow. Every crunch was long and loud and raked my ears. My eyes shifted to that small white
blot pooled on the table, and I finally stood up and went to the sink and returned with a red
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dishrag and swiped at it furiously. Travis looked up and frowned and moved his bowl aside and
stared back into the plant and began to chew again.
I hurled the rag at the sink. It missed and hit the window, dropped and draped the sink
handle. I sat back down and thrust my finger through the top of another envelope, removed its
contents from the shredded end and glossed over it. “I asked you where you were,” I said, a little
more loudly. I looked at Travis with the open bill in my hand.
He was slurping up a bite that hadn’t fully entered his mouth. Travis’s eyes shifted over
me, his brows crunched together. They appeared to move with every movement of his mouth.
“What?” he asked.
“What do you mean ‘what’?” Where were you this morning?”
“I was in bed.”
I stood up, gripping the ends of the table, my arms spread. “In bed!”
Travis’s eyes rose up my arm until they met mine. He frowned at me. “That’s what I
said—in my bed.”
“Do you know what kind of stress you put me through?”
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Why didn’t you let me know you came in last night? I went out searching for you in the
snow this morning. It was freezing. I nearly froze my feet off looking for you.”
“Huh?”
I sat down hard in my chair and squelched off my socks and lifted one in front of him. It
dangled from my fist. “And here’s the evidence to prove it.” I sifted through the envelopes on the
desk with the sock in my hand and found a utility bill: $134.98. The sock soaked the bottom
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corner of the paper, and I tossed the sock aside. “Do you realize most of these bills haven’t been
paid?”
“Are they late?”
“Late? They will be if you don’t do something about it.”
Travis snatched the bill from my hand and read it. “Where do I send it?”
“To the address on the bill, where do you think?”
Travis took a bite and tossed the bill back on the table. “Cara always…” He stopped short
and stared into his bowl for a long time and finally stood up, his fingertips touching the table’s
surface, and walked out of the room. As I watched him walk out, I suddenly noticed you were
trying to climb out of your highchair.
A half an hour later, Travis came downstairs dressed and ready for the day with your
clothes in his hand to take you to the neighbor’s house. I told him it was Saturday, but he didn’t
listen. I stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room with my shoulder planted
against the frame. He laid you on the floor in the middle of the living room and removed your
onesie and smelled your diaper and shouted, “Bane.”
I sort of smiled and reached behind the wall and tossed him the diaper bag. He caught it
and rummaged through it and found a Huggies diaper and wipes and attempted to change you.
He tugged your legs one way and then the next as you tried to crawl out of his grip. He
unstrapped the wet diaper and lifted it in his hand and looked around and set it lightly on the
floor away from him and blew and wiped at his forehead with the back of his wrist and shoved a
new diaper under you.
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“Hold still,” he said and spanked your bottom. You started to cry. He swiped at you with
a wipe and tugged the straps around your waist and threw his hands up, stood, and walked away.
He then stopped and lifted his foot and dragged off a dirty wipe. He growled and hobbled off.
I crossed the living room and knelt beside you. I pulled you close and dried your tears
and laid you on the floor and dressed you, folded the wipe into the diaper Travis left behind, and
picked you up. Travis was beginning to worry me, and I called the number on the bereavement
brochure that afternoon and scheduled him an appointment with the therapist.
The first five years of Travis’s and Cara’s marriage they failed to get pregnant. At first,
they didn’t think anything of it. Not having children seemed like an extended honeymoon. Travis
worked. Cara built and shaped their home and got heavily involved in the community. Neither of
them was against having children. They wanted children, but they weren’t exactly in any hurry
either. They both believed a baby would come when it was good and ready. But after three years
they began to grow concerned.
Cara started to suspect it had something to do with her, that she was unable to have a
baby. She tried all sorts of things: herbs, medicines, tracking her cycles, diets. She even stopped
drinking Coke. She went through physical and emotional withdrawals. She would cry into
Travis’s shoulder; and he would hold her close and tell her it was all right and that the only thing
they could do was to keep trying. And they did, but to no avail. They finally consulted a doctor,
and the doctor informed them there was absolutely nothing wrong with Cara. That was when
they began to suspect that maybe it had something to do with Travis.
They saw another doctor.
When the medical report of Travis’s sterility came back, Travis fell apart and it took all
of our exertions, mine and Cara’s both, to help him pull back from his depression. Travis
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struggled to get up in the morning, stopped working out, stayed up late at night pacing the floor,
stared out his window on weekends until after midday, standing beside his bed in his pajamas,
his arms and head draped on the windowsill, watching the sunlight shining down through the
budding trees and among the flowers and drifting bees.
Cara and I sat downstairs together at the kitchen table.
“He’s been like this for three months, Bane.”
“I know he has. It’s killing us at work.”
“It’s destroying us at home. He sits up there all day. I can’t do anything for him.”
“Not from a lack of trying.” I glared into the ceiling.
“He won’t sit down and watch a movie with me. He won’t work with me in the yard. He
won’t go with me to church. What he’s doing will not change the fact that he can’t…”
I took her hand. Her knuckles were smooth.
She looked back at me and smiled. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. She
squeezed my hand and drew it away, lifted Travis’s hanky to her face, and wiped her cheeks. Her
hair hung straight around her face, her bangs thrown open, except for a single thread that fell
across her nose. She reached in her pocket and drew out a tube of cherry Chap Stick and rubbed
it into her bottom lip and pressed her lips together. The recess lights shimmered on her mouth as
she thrust the lid back on.
“You can’t let it get to you,” I said. “Travis has got to get past this, and we’ve got to help
him do it.”
“Maybe we ought to look into adopting,” she suggested. Teardrop earrings dangled from
her ears, and she wore a peach and gray Ralph Lauren blouse. “I don’t know.” She wiped her
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eyes again with the hanky. “What do you think?” she asked. She smelled faintly of Romance
cologne.
“That’s an idea,” I said.
She searched my eyes. “You don’t think so.”
“No, I don’t.” My eyes shifted to the table and my head dropped and I re-looked at her.
“Then what do you suggest we do?”
“Could you truly be happy if you adopted? Could Travis?”
“We might.”
“Yes, but every time you look at that baby, it would remind you it was someone else’s. It
would forever remind Travis.”
“But it would be our baby.”
“Would it? And what if you can’t find a baby? What then? The whole affair would be
just another punch in the gut, another drag through the dry mud of eternal torment. He’s already
hurting as it is.”
“Travis would love that child. I know he would. As if it were our very own.”
I shook my head. “Cara, he needs something that will give him hope, courage, make him
feel a part of it.”
“But we have no other option.”
“Artificial insemination.”
“Artificial insemination?”
“What if you find out he just has a low count? What if you can get pregnant?
“But, Bane, I don’t know anything about—that. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
“I’ll look into it.”
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Cara looked unsure.
I could hear Travis moving upstairs. I dropped my voice. “The only problem I see will be
convincing him to act.”
“Not if I talk to him,” she said, staring defiantly back into my face.
Travis lumbered downstairs. I could hear his feet hit every step. I lowered my voice to a
whisper and squeezed her hand. “Good. I’ll find out more about it this week. Talk to Travis;
convince him.”
The next week Travis and Cara scheduled an appointment with the fertility doctor, but
when the doctor told them it wouldn’t work, Cara called me and told me Travis was worse than
before. That was the twenty-fifth of June. I came and spent the evening with them. That evening
Travis tried to make some burgers and burned himself at the barbeque. I took over his station as
Cara helped him bandage his grease-burned hand. Travis lay on the porch swing as if he were
dead. He wouldn’t blink, wouldn’t speak. A tear drained down the side of his cheek and into his
ear. Cara was kneeling beside him. She smoothed back his hair and slowly stood and wiped her
eyes. She came and stood close to me, looking back at Travis.
“I am going to talk to the doctor,” I whispered.
Cara looked up into my face and buried her cheek in my chest. Hot tears drained into my
shirt. I wrapped my arm around her and watched Travis lying there, lifeless. She sniffed loudly
and finally pulled away from me. My shirt grew cold against my skin.
I passed her the spatula. “Take close care of him,” I said, and left the house.
I arranged an appointment with the artificial insemination clinic the next morning and
met with their fertility doctor two days before the Fourth. The next day, Travis and Cara received
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a call from their doctor, who told them he had found a solution to their problem and set an
appointment for them the following week.
The fireworks that year were said to be the best display in the west. It was the annual
Melaleuca Freedom Celebration. We sat along the bank of the Snake River. The music rang out.
Streams of light spit and rocketed into the air. Magnificent blasts lit the night sky. Purple,
yellow, and white. Balls popped and showered. Ribbons crisscrossed. The overlap was nonstop.
Some shot so high it seemed they would fall into orbit. Others thundered like cannons. Giant
flowers opened as rapidly and frequently in the river below us. Between the river and the sky, we
were entirely encompassed by exploding light. The scent of sulfur drifted through the air.

At times, Travis cried uncontrollably. One moment he was fine, the next his eyes and
mouth would crumble and he would try to hide his face. I had never seen him like that: so
emotionally unstable. He couldn’t take care of you; that much was obvious. One evening he tried
to watch a bit of ESPN. Images flashed across the screen during the commercial break. A noise
like gunfire shot from the TV before he could turn it down. It woke you up, and you began to
cry, and Travis exploded. Realizing that he was in no condition to run the house himself, I stayed
the weekend and took you to work with me on Monday.
I bought a baby backpack, one with a sun cover. It was large and red.
When I carried you into work with the diaper bag slung over my shoulder, the men began
to razz me, all in good fun of course, but I was in no mood to take it.
“Taking the big man’s baby to work, huh?”
“Look, boys, Bane’s got a baby.”
“Aww.”
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“Who’s your mommy-daddy,” one said to you in an exploding voice, pursing his lips and
pinching your toes.
“That’s it. You’re fired.”
He looked at me and smiled. The other men laughed. “Isn’t that right,” he said, pushing
his lips out at you again.
“I said you’re fired.”
He stopped, and his brows came to together, and he glanced at the others. Their chuckles
ceased.
“Get your things together and leave. If you’re not out of here in ten minutes, I’ll call the
police and have you thrown out.”
The man slowly turned and frowned at me over his shoulder and walked away.
“You can take it up with Travis, if he ever comes back,” I shouted after him. “The rest of
you, get back to work. And I don’t want to hear a single word about it.”
The rest of them shuffled their feet and looked at each other and departed in different
directions. I stared them all down until they busied their hands with their dollies and crates.
I went into the office and slammed the door; but realizing the office wasn’t where I
needed to be I walked out again and loaded my own dolly with Diet Coke. The men half hid
themselves behind their loads of pop or spied me through the gaps in their crates. My bending
and lifting must have agitated you because you started to cry. I looked at my watch. It was
almost time to feed you. I thought I could at least load one or two dollies onto my truck before
you needed it, but you started to cry harder. I pulled off the backpack and set you down and
rolled the dolly toward the truck. You started to wail. I pushed the dolly up the ramp and trotted
back. You were screaming and wouldn’t be calmed. I pulled out a jar of Gerber beef and gravy
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baby food, popped off the lid, and dipped a plastic spoon. You didn’t like it. I set the jar aside
and opened another: harvest vegetables. You didn’t seem to like that either. I searched through
the diaper bag: squash, sweet potatoes and corn, spring vegetables with brown rice, peas, carrots,
bananas—I don’t know what that tasted like, but it didn’t taste like bananas—peaches. You took
the peaches. I tasted it. It wasn’t bad.
Some of the men sniggered at me; but when they caught me watching them, they
disappeared again. One of them finally dared to approach me and asked if I needed help loading
the truck. I glared back, but he persisted.
“I’m not Travis; I can’t do everything myself.” I said.
He took that for a yes and went to work. When I finally got into the truck, I was the last
one off the lot. It took me nearly all day to unload a half a pallet, and I only got to two stores.
When I returned to the warehouse at 3 PM, the men avoided me. I was glad they did. They had
no idea what I was going through for Travis, and I was ready to bite the leg off of any one of
them who so much as smiled at me. I needed groceries.
I locked up and drove to Smith’s.
I left you in your backpack, tucked between the seat and the glove box, as I drove. Your
face was a mess, but I had forgotten to bring wipes and had nothing to clean you with. I knew
baby food wasn’t an age appropriate food for a two-year-old, but it was the best I had at the time
and the most convenient to carry. I parked at the far end of the parking lot and got out and
rounded the car, snapped out the diaper bag, and slung you across my back and paused,
reconsidering taking that contraption into the store. I pulled you out of it and shoved it back in
the car and held you on my hip. I found a cart in the parking lot and placed you in it. Your knees
slipped easily through the leg holes and your small feet dangled in the air.
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The cart rattled noisily all the way to the automatic doors.
I pushed it faster and faster toward the building, hoping to cut back the time I was
drawing attention to myself with that roaring cart. I missed a truck that went through the
crosswalk and bolted into the building. The cart went silent when it touched the smooth cement
floor. It was a huge relief, although the cart had a hitch in the wheel that made it squeak every
third step. Still, it was better than that thunderous mayhem the moment before.
I entered the produce section.
A young man in a white apron was tugging green bananas from a box and stacking them
on the display table. I shook my head. People don’t know how to get things done. You don’t put
bananas out on a display table in the middle of the afternoon; you get the job done early. I parked
the cart beside the table and perused the huddled masses. The man looked at me and retrieved
another from the box and packed it on the table. I plucked a cluster from the pile and set it aside,
moved others around. The man restacked them, and I separated them again. He frowned at me
and tossed on two at a time and I typed through them faster, tossing one and then another aside.
He grasped two handfuls and pushed them into the others and they tumbled downward. I pushed
a large portion back with my arm and the bananas rolled over one another. He bent and picked
up the box and heaved it over his shoulder and the bananas bowled out of it and clobbered each
other on impact. I selected a yellow clump half buried, the bananas clutching each other beneath
the clerk’s hurried attempt, and lifted it between two fingers and faced you. You were wrapped
in plastic sacks. The man faced me, his shoulders squared, his chest rising and falling, the box
hanging from one hand, the other balled into a fist. I picked the plastic off of you and laid it on
the table of bananas, tucked my bunch into the last bag and pushed the cart around the table
toward the apples.
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I ripped a sack from the roll, disorganized the mound of pink lady apples, smelled each
one, and carefully placed the best three in my sack, but as I reached for a twist tie, you tried to
climb out; and I hurriedly set the bag in the cart as I reached to ease you back in your seat. It was
at that moment I smelled bad news. I grimaced and looked in both directions and raced toward
the back of the store with my chin low over the handlebar. I crashed through the double doors,
and turned the hairpin corner and shot toward the bathroom between skyscrapers of product and
stopped at the door. I reached over the cart and jerked on the handle. It was locked.
“Crap,” I said. I chewed on my cheek as I considered other options. I flipped the handle
again. Still locked. You slipped your chubby knees from the leg holes and stood up in your seat
and threw your arms around my neck.
“Unco Bane. Unco Bane. Poopy. Poopy, Unco Bane.”
“Sit down,” I said and eased you again into your seat. I rattled the door handle on the
bathroom. You climbed out of your seat again; and I pushed you back into your seat, again, and
looked over my shoulder and darted out of the stockroom by the second set of double doors. I
needed a solution. Any solution. I rounded the corner at break speed. The back wheels skidded
across the floor, and the apples rolled out of the sack and wandered around the cart, bumping
into and bouncing off each other. I turned left into the toothbrush aisle. The apples shifted right. I
did a U-turn in the aisle and raced out again and turned right. The apples stampeded left. I
grabbed you and sat you hard in your seat and stopped in the paper towel aisle. I rummaged
through the diaper bag. One diaper. No wipes. My eyes shifted to the towering wall of towels. As
I reached for a roll, the double doors swung open and out came Elvis, tucking his shirt into a belt
that squeezed off his fat. I flipped the cart around and sprang back to the swinging doors and
eased through them and slapped the bathroom door handle.
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The door opened.
I worked the cart through the door and stopped. The mirror was streaked. Orange goo
pasted the base of the yellow toilet. The lid was up; brown splats speckled the inside of the bowl.
I heaved and covered my mouth. The changing table was down and there was an open diaper on
it. I heaved again and backed out of the door and banged the cart against the door jam and
smashed my finger.
“Unco Bane.”
I reentered the store at a trot. I shook my finger and sucked on it, searching each aisle I
passed, and finally darted into the diaper aisle. I parked the cart alongside the shelf and crossed
the aisle and pulled off a tub of Johnson’s baby wipes. I looked both ways and broke into it and
tore out six or eight wipes and pushed it back onto the shelf, turned, and jumped back to the cart
and caught you just before you tumbled over the handlebar. I gently lifted you down inside the
cart and moved the apples away and glanced both ways and pulled off your diaper.
At that moment a woman entered the aisle and parked right next to me and pulled down a
package of Pampers. I hunched over you and waited. I looked over my shoulder. She was
reading the package. I rubbed the tip of my nose with the back of my wrist. She set the package
on the shelf and pulled down another. You squirmed and slapped at a plastic sack.
The woman looked over at me. She looked in my cart, smiled at me, dropped her package
among a bag of Idaho potatoes and a box of Frosted Flakes, and pushed on.
I wanted to throw an apple at her.
When she disappeared around the corner, I rolled your diaper up and set it on the shelf in
front of me and wiped you and tugged the new diaper up under you and redressed you.
It was a major job.
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I scrubbed my hand with the last wipe and placed you back in your seat and set the wipe
on the shelf and strolled from the aisle, checked out at the front and left the store.
When I got home Travis was sitting on the couch with a stack of photo albums lying open
on and around the coffee table. I closed the front door with a brown paper bag in one arm and
you in the other and set you down, and you waddled off. I approached Travis. A pile of torn
photos was mounting around his feet.
“What are you doing?” I demanded.
Travis slipped another photo from its plastic leaf and tore it in three pieces.
I crossed the room and dropped the groceries and snatched the album from him. More
than half of the photos of our trip to Norway were gone as were many others.
“What do you think you’re doing, Travis? Tearing up memories?”
Travis stood and snatched the photo album back from me. “They are my memories. And I
will do with them what I like.”
“You’re crazy.”
“Shut up, Bane.”
“You’re psycho.”
“I said shut up, Bane.”
I moved away from him and hefted the torn bag toward the kitchen. “I called the
bereavement therapist and set you an appointment,” I said.
“You did what?” Travis rounded the coffee table and followed me.
I slipped from the kitchen and returned to the coffee table and gathered up the albums.
“Don’t touch those.” Travis pointed.
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“I am not going to let you destroy these memories.” As I carried an arm full of albums
past him, Travis reached out and knocked them from my hand.
They fell on the floor. One of the bindings broke. A surge of rage flooded over me, and I
shouted back in his face. “I am not going to let you destroy yourself like this. Do you not see
what you are doing, Travis? Do you not see what you’ve become?”
“I know what I’ve become,” he shouted back.
“Look at you—in your pajamas.” I tugged at his shirt.
Travis slapped my hand away.
I stared at him, wanting to hit him, wanting to beat his face in. I wanted to hit him so bad
I could feel the energy rising up my arm. But it must have struck my face first because Travis
saw it coming. He blocked my swing and hammered me hard in the nose and knocked me
backward into the wall.
I felt my nose as blood seeped from the end of it. I smiled back at him to let him know I
wasn’t afraid of him as the blood ran into my teeth. It tasted like iron. I shook my head and
chuckled and walked past him, letting the blood flow. Travis pushed me, and I turned to hit him.
He blocked it again and punched me below the eye. He stood like a Percheron, muscular
shoulders squared, iron fists curled for another swing.
I hit the floor and I lay there and finally started to laugh and gathered the albums around
me. “Do it then. Destroy everything, you lunatic!” I laughed harder.
Travis stared down at me. He kicked an album off my knee and lunged at me. I backed
away and laughed even more.
Travis grabbed up an album; I flinched, and he threw it down the hall toward the front
door.
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“You want to destroy memories,” I said, “then I’ll help you do it.” I rose to my feet and
went to the sliding glass door and pried it open and launched the albums one by one out into the
snow. Travis just stood staring at me in his white pajamas and maroon robe. I shoved past him
and wiped at my nose and found a lighter and a can of gasoline on the top shelf of the kitchen
pantry and raced outside and dumped the gasoline all over the albums and lit it. Travis slowly
approached the sliding glass window. He stared at the pile of albums burning in the snow. His
forehead touched the glass. Tears rolled down his cheeks.
I looked at the lighter in my hand and hated myself. I was a mongrel.
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CHAPTER TEN
~ Check Mate ~

I imagined myself apologizing:
“I’m sorry, Travis,” I said.
“There is nothing either of us can do about it now,” he said.
“It was wrong of me, and I’m sorry.”
“It was wrong of you.”
“What can I do to make it up to you?”
But I never did.

Cara got pregnant. Nine and a half months later, we were in the birthing center at the
hospital. Cara was lying in the bed with a white sheet over her legs. It was pulled up to her belly
and bunched around her hips. Travis and I were sitting beside the window over a game of chess,
a hand-carved Norwegian set Cara had given him on their first anniversary. I threatened to beat
him, to pass the time. He accepted my challenge. My queen had been harassing his king the
entire game and I had him backed into a corner.
Neither of us was talking to one another. We were both staring into the board. Cara was
watching us from across the room, hair tucked behind both ears, the light from the window
flooding her plain white face.
“You can turn the tables if you move your knight, Travis,” she said.
I smiled. She was wrong. All it did was confuse him even more. He scrubbed his mouth
and grasped his piece, lifted it and replaced it, pressing hard into the horse’s poll with his index
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finger, the rest of his hand lifted high. He finally moved it. I knocked his knight from the board
with my rook.
“Darling, please, I’ve got this,” he said. His eyes darted through the pieces.
Cara rolled her eyes and laid her head back on her pillow.
Travis moved his pawn beside his king.
I moved my queen three spaces. Checkmate.
At that moment, the nurse walked in to check on Cara. She examined the heartbeat feed
streaming from the machine. Your heart was pumping hard and steady.
“Do you need anything?” she asked.
Cara shook her head, and the nurse walked out.
I examined the board, basking in my victory. Travis shook my hand and stood. I didn’t
look up, but I could tell he was staring out the window. The sun slashed our faces. He walked
away from the window and paced the floor in his socks. The only sound in the room was the
deafening shrieks of the heart monitor. Travis looked at the clock and then at his watch and
paced the floor again. Cara’s eyes were closed on the bed. I got up, thrust my hand in my pocket,
and went to the cafeteria.

Travis and I didn’t speak to each other for two days. When I finally gathered the courage
to say something, anything, I asked if he wanted to go for a doughnut, hoping it would take his
mind off things. Travis was sitting at the kitchen table with an open bottle of Coke in front of
him still in his white pajamas and maroon robe. He glanced at the clock—it was 5 PM—and
stood and walked to the closet and got his coat, which told me yes.
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We were in the Mustang eight minutes later, Travis driving. You sat in the back strapped
in your car seat. It was dark. Snow shot into the windshield. Travis drove slowly. He never said a
word.
When we arrived at Krispy Kreme, Travis pulled into the drive thru; but a wet paper
written over in red ink and rubber-banded to the speaker read: “Out of Order.” Travis’s lips
straightened; and he thrust the stick into reverse and slung his arm over my seat, facing the back
window. He pulled around the building and parked near the door. The Mustang reflected back at
us in the store window, and I could see myself and Travis in it and you, faintly, between us. We
looked like dim shadows of ourselves. Travis turned the key, and the car grumbled off. He sat
back. He didn’t speak. He just stared, facing forward. The windshield wipers had stopped in the
middle of the window and separated our reflections. Snow trickled upon the window, melted,
and drained down the glass like tears. Snow mounted on the wipers.
“Are you going in?” I asked.
Travis turned his face toward the driver’s side window. I took that for a no. I unstrapped
you and pulled you from your seat into the front and tugged on the door handle. It was locked.
Travis pounded the button on his door with his fist and the doors clicked. I opened my door and
stepped out into the gently falling snow. The cold bit my chin. I ducked my face against the
falling flakes and dashed to the door of the store and opened it. I looked back at Travis in the
driver’s seat. His elbow was planted against the glass with his hand wilting in the air and the
joints of his fingers touching his lips, his chin elevated, still staring out his window. Rivulets of
snowmelt meandered down his cheek. He turned his face and looked at me. I instinctively looked
away and rolled along the open door and entered the building.
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A middle-aged woman in a blue coat and beanie and a teenager in a wool fedora hat were
in line in front of me. The woman pulled a box from the counter. I stepped forward as they
passed me and read the front of the young man’s t-shirt:
Ruin hath taught me to ruminate,
That Time will come and take my love away.
This thought is as a death, which cannot choose
But weep to have that which it fears to lose.
I bought two red velvet cake doughnuts topped with cream cheese icing and red velvet
cake crumbles, two powdered strawberry-filled doughnuts, a chocolate-iced custard-filled
bismark, and seven original glazed doughnuts. I held you on my hip all stuffed away in your
puffy pink coat. The cashier pressed the buttons hard on her machine and glanced at me and
grinned. She had platinum highlighted hair and chubby eyes.
“Will that be all?” she asked. She waved at you, and you smiled and waved back. I felt
like a proud—part of your life.
“Yes, that’s it,” I said. I slipped my Wells Fargo card from my wallet and paid, thanked
her and hefted the box in one hand, yanked a wad of napkins from the dispenser, turned and
walked out.
Snow melted around the words on the box as I opened the passenger door and slipped
you in. I slid the box onto the dashboard and strapped you back in your seat, kneeling on mine.
As I turned back around, my right knee nearly sent the box of doughnuts out the open door. I
saved them and pushed them back onto the dashboard. Travis just stared out his window. I shut
my door. He was still sitting in the same position as I had left him. The smell of doughnuts filled
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the car. Finally, Travis turned the key and put the stick into reverse and backed out. The
lockback knife hanging from his key ring swayed back and forth.
I pulled the doughnuts onto my lap and lifted the box top. I wrapped one of the red velvet
cake doughnuts in a napkin and handed it to Travis. He took it without looking at me, without
saying anything. As he took a bite, the red crumbs spilled over his hand into his lap. He took
another, and then another. The doughnut was blood red inside; the cream cheese, blurred. He
looked at the remaining doughnut in his hand and the crumbs in his lap. His face went contorted,
and he tossed the doughnut onto the dashboard. It struck the window and slid downward. Travis
grasped the steering wheel with both hands and wiped the side of his eye. Cream cheese streaked
his temple. He looked down and began to brush furiously at his lap. The crumbs only broke into
smaller pieces. Red and white smeared the middle of the windshield. I took a bite of my
raspberry-filled doughnut and stared out my own window as we approached an intersection.
“Sorry,” Travis said, still brushing off his lap; but before I could answer, his foot sank on
the pedal, and the Mustang picked up speed.
The intersection raced toward us. Our light was red. A truck was approaching from the
opposite direction. I dropped my doughnut on the floor and pushed against the dashboard. “What
are you doing?” I shouted.
When that truck hit Cara, I shouted into the windshield, but it didn’t stop anything. Her
van spun in circles and flipped onto its side and hit the light pole and landed on its wheels again.
The driver’s side door was mashed in and the top of the van was crushed down through the
center. The front driver’s side tire was popped and protruded from the rim. I threw open my door
and jumped out.
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I immediately called Travis. “Cara’s been hit,” I said, running toward the van. “At the
intersection—what is it?—North Woodruff and Caribou.” I hung up the phone. “Cara!” I
jammed the phone into my pocket. “Cara!” The van was crinkled around her. Her head was lying
limp on her shoulder and her hands were folded in her lap. She wasn’t moving. I reached through
the shattered window and grasped her shoulder. “Cara.”
She didn’t respond.
Other people had stopped their cars and were getting out.
“Somebody call the ambulance.” I pointed at the man closest to me.
The man flipped out his phone as I heaved on the door handle. The handle broke off. I
looked around me and ran back to the truck, ripped the door open, drew a sledge hammer out
from under the seat, and ran back to the van. I beat the broken door until it loosened and cranked
it open. Cara was breathing, barely. I dropped the sledge.
Five people were on their cell phones with their hands on their foreheads and on their
hips.
“Somebody help me,” I said. I reached in the van and snapped off Cara’s seatbelt. You
were wailing in the back seat.
The man nearest me came to my assistance and together we pulled Cara from the van.
Her body was heavy and drizzled in our arms. We laid her down in the snow. I dived back into
the van and retrieved you. Your car seat was tilted sideways, and you were struggling to sit up
straight. I unbuckled your belts and pulled you out. You appeared to be fine. I wrapped you tight
and held you close and dropped beside Cara in the snow and gathered her in my arms. “Stay with
me, Cara.” I said.
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Within seven minutes the ambulance arrived. The EMTs lifted Cara onto a stretcher and
pushed an air mask over her mouth. Two police cars and then a fire truck pulled up, lights
flashing, and blocked off the intersection around the van. An EMT and an officer approached
me. I told them you were in the wreck also, and the EMT pulled a pen flashlight from his hip and
shined it in both of your eyes. You squirmed.
“Are you the father?” the EMT asked.
I opened my mouth.
“Whose rig is this?” The officer gestured at the Coca-Cola truck.
“She’s mine,” I said.
“You’ll need to move it out of the intersection.”
“This little girl looks fine,” the EMT said; “but you’re welcome to ride with her in the
ambulance anyway if you’d like.”
I said I wouldn’t, and he gave me the name of the hospital, and I thanked him, and he left.
As the ambulance pulled out, Travis’s Mustang swerved to a stop sideways in the
intersection. He leapt out, his door open wide, and closed the space between us in two strides.
“Where’s Cara?”
“The ambulance just took her,” I said.
“And you are?” the officer asked.
I handed you to Travis as he began to supply the officer with his information, and trudged
away. The red truck loomed in front of me.
~

~
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Travis looked up and slammed on his breaks. The car slid through the intersection
missing the truck that passed in front of us. The car bounced off the curb on the other side of the
intersection and swiveled to a stop about fifty feet from the light.
The light flashed green through the exhaust curling outward and upward behind his car in
the passenger side mirror.

I stood there in front of the truck, thinking, kicking myself for all of my mistakes. I could
have prevented that accident. If I had not been at the intersection at the same time she was and
waved at her, she wouldn’t have been distracted and would never have been hit; or if I had
turned into the vehicle when I saw it coming and had the chance, I could have knocked it off
course—wouldn’t have been much damage to us, we did have full coverage—but then, that
might have caused a head-on collision and killed her anyway, or even you; or if I had honked the
horn instead of shouting into the windshield, I could have warned her not to enter the intersection
in the first place—she always did push it too close—or if I had only slid further into the
intersection myself and hit the car that had driven around in front of me, it might have been
someone else in that ambulance rather than Cara; then again, if I hadn’t been there at all, I
wouldn’t have blocked her view of oncoming traffic and she would have seen it coming and
could have avoided the collision. I saw it coming, and I did nothing about it. I just watched it
happen. If it was anyone’s fault, it was my fault. I could have saved her. I had every chance to
save her. But I missed every opportunity. It was entirely my fault.

“What do you think you were doing, Travis? Trying to kill us?” My doughnut was
mashed between the car mat and my right shoe.
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Travis didn’t say anything. He just stared at the steering wheel, fingers closed around it,
knuckles white, chest rising and falling. Rising and falling.
The box of doughnuts had shifted into the dashboard heater and the box lid popped open.
I smacked it shut.
The engine mumbled, its sound intermittently broken by the mechanical noise of the
wipers as they swiped back the snowflakes that swung into the windshield. Snowflakes
accumulated along the wipers and on any portion of the window the wipers didn’t touch. The
snowflakes and fog edging the windshield flashed yellow and then red.
Three cars went around us.
I dredged my doughnut from the mat and scraped it from the tread of my stiff sole with a
napkin and rolled down the window and tossed it out. The cold wrapped my arms. It chilled me
to the center. I rolled the window up.
“Well, get off the road or get moving, if you are just going to sit there,” I said.
Travis finally looked in his mirror and over his shoulder and slowly started off again.
“Got to get Eva home,” I said.
“You’re angry.”
I looked at him.
“I’ve been difficult, I know.” He said it with his elbows sagging from the steering wheel.
“Difficult.”
“I’m sorry.”
“If you punch me, do I not bleed? If you poison me with your bitterness, do I not die?”
He looked at me.
“Keep your eyes on the road,” I said.
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He stared into the windshield. “I didn’t ask for any of this to happen, you know.”
“Do you think I asked for it to happen?”
“Of course not.”
“You are not the only one hurting here.”
“I realize that.”
“Then wake up and stop thinking only of yourself.”
“I’ve tried, Bane. Believe me, I’ve tried.”
“Doughnuts are making me sick.”
“I’ll throw them out.” He took the box. The doughnuts shifted.
“Just keep them back on the dashboard.”
He slowly pushed the box back in front of me. “We should have stayed home, not gone
out.”
“If you didn’t want to go for doughnuts, you could have said something.”
“I’m a fool.”
“Just tell the truth.”
“I can’t live without Cara.”
“Is that what you think?”
“Have you ever thought of taking your own life?”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What are you saying? Everyone wants to live, Travis. Even you.”
“It’s all I think about anymore.”
“You kill yourself and you’ll only make it worse.”
“And if I live? What then?”
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“You’ll get over it. You’ll get past this. I know you can get past this. Believe me, you can
get past this.”
“You were better to her than I ever was.”
“Who?”
“More of a father, too.”
“Travis.”
“I hate myself, Bane. I hate what happened. I hate what I have become. I’m sorry for
everything. What I’ve done to you, the baby. I’m sorry.”
“Look at me, Travis. No, don’t look at me. Listen. Just let’s get home. I’ll put Eva to bed,
and then we can talk about this. I don’t think the car is the best place to do that.”
Travis was silent as we turned the corner to his street. He was silent as we pulled into the
driveway. He was silent as I got myself and you out and carried you to the front door. I looked
back. Travis did not get out of the Mustang. I crossed into the house and awkwardly unzipped
my coat and carried you upstairs and laid you in your crib. Fortunately, you had fallen asleep.
I then went into Travis’s room and took up the phone on his nightstand and called 911
and separated the curtain to check on Travis. Travis was standing outside his Mustang. He
opened his door and slammed it. Opened it and slammed it. But before the operator came on, I
dropped the phone. Travis had opened his door and slammed himself in it.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
~ Red, White, and Blue ~

I sprinted down the stairs and stumbled on the last step and fell to the floor. My left knee
hurt as I lifted myself from the tiles. I braced myself against the wall and barreled through the
hallway and balanced in the open door as I zipped up my blue coat. Tiny drops of snow spackled
my nose and cheeks. I shuffled down the walk as quickly as I could without slipping, pushing my
fists deeper into my pockets, and rounded the Mustang. Travis had sunk to the ground with his
back to the driver’s side door. He was sitting in his pajamas and coat in the snow, his head
between his knees. Doughnut crumbs pasted his pants. I stood over him, wanting to reach down
and pick him up, wanting to draw him from the well into which he had fallen and in which I
could clearly see he was drowning, but I restrained myself from doing so. I just stood there,
staring down at him.
“Get up, Travis,” I said.
His back started to heave. He threw his head back. Snowflakes pelted his face. He let out
a guttural cry.
“I said get up.” I took hold of his coat with both hands and lifted him and shook him and
he fell back against the car, cheek buried against the door, and cried harder. “Get a hold of
yourself, Travis.”
He collapsed in the snow and sprawled at my feet.
My eyes darted in every direction. I was looking for something, some solution, some way
to solve this problem. But I couldn’t think of anything, and I was growing more and more
desperate. “Fine. Lay there then.” I wanted to kick him.
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He writhed and grasped his right arm.
I handled his coat again, pushed him up against the bottom of the car, and lowered my
face to his. “Get up and get in the house,” I shouted; “and stop beating yourself up out here in the
freezing cold.” I tossed back his coat and stood up. Travis was a broken cowboy, fallen from his
horse. They say when a man falls off he should get right back on. I watched Travis do that his
whole life, but not that night. That night I watched Travis lying in a wretched heap in the snow,
defeated, crushed. He would never get back on that horse. He would never ride again.
A dog may be a man’s best friend, but no dog was more of a friend to any man than I was
to Travis. I loved Travis. I always will. Travis reached out to lift the hands that hang down and
strengthen the feeble knees when those hands and those knees were mine. I was indebted to him,
forever.
When a dog sees his best friend hurt, he stays with him. He comforts him. He will even
try to save him; but when he is starved or kicked or cast out, he ceases to be a friend. He
becomes distrustful, wild. He becomes mean. Maybe that was what happened to me and maybe
not. I surely felt I had been starved and kicked and cast out long enough. But another part of me
felt I should hold on, stay with him a little longer, save him from himself even if that meant to
separate him from himself, no matter what the cost was to me.
Some say a dog is a man’s best friend on any terms. Others say a dog is no friend to a
man until that man is a friend to him. I say it is a little bit of both. A man needs his dog just as
his dog needs him; but when one of them is pushed beyond his limits, the other must step in and
sacrifice his own needs to the needs of his friend.
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I could not, nor could I ever, let Travis kill himself. It hurt me to think of it. He was
volatile, I knew. And I believed he was ready and willing enough to do it if I didn’t step in, save
him from himself. I scrubbed my mouth and walked away.
Travis cried out and blubbered and shambled after me on his knees, cradling his right
arm. A leaf of metal flashed in his left hand. I turned around, and he grabbed on to the bottom of
my coat. “Kill me, Bane. I beg you. Kill me.” He offered me his open keychain knife.
I knocked his hand away.
Travis’s face went wild and he raised the knife to stab himself.
“Travis, no.” I reached out and grabbed his hand. We scuffled and he slipped in the snow
and hung from my arm with the knife hovering over his chest. He was as heavy as a stack of
Coca-Cola. I roared and dragged him upward—it was like trying to lift a dead horse—but his
weight increased and my arms slowly sank. “Don’t do this. It won’t bring her back. —Travis,” I
shouted.
I had put Travis and Cara together in life. Maybe it was time I put them together again in
death.
When Travis was in college, he insisted that I try out with him for a part in Hamlet. He
thought it would be fun to be in a play together, and he didn’t want to try out alone. He also
wanted to impress Cara. The director had been struggling to find suitable actors; but as he
couldn’t find anyone better to play Hamlet, he cast me. Travis was Laertes. I still remember our
lines:
HAM.

Free me so far in your most generous thoughts
That I have shot mine arrow o’er the house
And hurt my brother.
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LAER.

I do receive your offer’d love like love
And will not wrong it.

HAM.

I embrace it freely,
And will this brother’s wager frankly play.—
Give us the foils. Come on.

LAER.

Come, one for me.
We both slid a foil from Osric’s case. I swung mine left and right and gave it a circular

motion with my wrist. Travis lifted his, fussed with it.
HAM.

This likes me well.

LAER.

This is too heavy; let me see another.
I wore a white shirt, bloused at the wrists, and a brown vest with a high collar that nearly

grazed my jaw. The stage lights were bright in our orange faces. I strode from center stage, down
around through right center, and gave an open turn on Travis down right. Travis mirrored my
movement one pace after me.
HAM.

I’ll be your foil, Laertes. In mine ignorance
Your skill shall, like a star i’ the darkest night,
Stick fiery off indeed.

LAER.
HAM.

You mock me, sir.
No, by this hand.
I smiled. He lunged. I blocked.

LAER.

Come, my lord.
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We struck swords again, a deadly choreography of repeated parries—seconde, tierce,
carte, septime—and circled each other. He came at me again and I forced him back, switched
from supination to pronation and caught his leg.
HAM.

One.

LAER.

No.

HAM.

Judgement.

OSR.

A hit, a very palpable hit.

LAER.

Well, again.
We collided and I clipped his shoulder.

HAM.

Come. Another hit. What say you?

LAER.

A touch, a touch, I do confess.

HAM.

Come, for the third, Laertes. You but dally.
I pray you, pass with your best violence.
I am afeard you make a wanton of me.

LAER.

Say you so? Come on.
We merged like two waves rising and cresting, our faces buried in each other’s, our foils

high, and threw each other off.
OSR.

Nothing, neither way.
An itch of sweat etched my forehead and wandered down along my nose until it hung

between my nostrils—suspended, cold, and heavy—like a teardrop of melted ice dangling and
sparkling from the flashing at the corner of a roof on a warm winter day. I wanted to brush it off,
but I didn’t dare break character. Travis’s makeup was streaked. I turned away from him
momentarily, and he clasped a rapier near Osric and leapt toward me.
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LAER.

Have at you now!
He wounded me across the forearm with a swift slice that tore the fabric and burst the

blood packet taped around my arm. We then scuffled and exchanged rapiers—actually, I sort of
tore it from his grasp—and I fell upon him as he stumbled backward and wounded him through
the upper arm, almost at his shoulder.
HAM.

Nay, come, again.
Travis backed away in sudden and fretful regret, holding his arm.

HOR.

They bleed on both sides. How is it, my lord?

OSR.

How is’t, Laertes?
Travis fell to his knees at my feet and clutched my sleeve and pulled me down to him,

hanging from my arm even as he held his own.
LAER.

I am justly kill’d with mine own treachery.
Hamlet, thou art slain.
No medicine in the world can do thee good;
In thee there is not half an hour of life.
The treacherous instrument is in thy hand…
Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet.
My death come not upon thee,
Nor thine on me.
Travis took his last breaths and collapsed on the floor.

HAM.

Heaven make thee free of it. I follow thee.
I am dead, Horatio. Wretched Queen, adieu!
Horatio, I am dead,
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Thou livest. Report me and my cause aright
To the unsatisfied.

I never knew I was allergic to Skippy peanut butter before that performance, but I was.
My blood was a mixture of Skippy, corn syrup, and detergent. When it broke, I didn’t notice
anything at first, just fake blood spreading down my arm, sopping my shirt. But by the time the
performance ended, my peanut butter plastered arm had swelled like a butternut squash and the
stage director was forced to rush me to the hospital in my blood-stained costume.

O, Horatio, what a wounded name,
Things standing thus unknown, shall live behind me!
If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,
Absent thee from felicity awhile,
And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain
To tell my story.
O, I die, Horatio.

When I looked down, Travis was lying in the snow, in his blood, as though he had spilled
a cherry-iced snow cone and fallen in it. The bloody knife was in my hand, the keys dangling
from my fist. I could hear you crying upstairs through the open front door.
“Eva,” I said and hurried back into the house.
I entered your room. Your arms were over the crib rail. Tears dribbled down your face. I
must have woken you when the front door clubbed the hall closet and my feet thundered on the
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stairs. I lifted you out of your crib, the knife still in my hand, and placed you in my lap as I sat on
the floor with my back to the wall. I knew immediately you were hungry.
“Eat?” I asked. “You want to eat?”
“Ah-huh,” you said.
“Just give me a minute,” I said.
But I had no idea what to make you. I was completely out of ideas. I held you close
against me and looked at the knife in my hand. I squeezed you tighter and rocked you back and
forth. Back and forth. You laid your head on my shoulder, and I could smell your tears draining
into my coat.
“It’s all right. Shh. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.”
The room was dark but for the faint glow of a blue nightlight plugged into the wall beside
me. The light caressed your cheek and hugged your back. You sniffled and wiped your nose
across my collarbone and rubbed your eyes and readjusted your head to my other shoulder and
finally relaxed against me with your arms wrapped around my neck.
As time passed, the room grew brighter until I could see everything in it as through it
were under the lamplight of a blue moon. Your open closet was packed from end to end with
clothes dripping from small red hangers. A blue suitcase stood at the ready against the inside of
the closet wall. The keys clinked at my fingertips as I adjusted your weight. On the wall beside
the light switch hung a framed photograph of Travis and Cara standing beside each other outside
the house with you between their arms, the crabapple tree in full bloom in the background. The
sun was just above and behind the tree, setting its flowers aglow. Travis was wearing his blue
suit; Cara, her red blouse; and you, a white dress. Your bodies were dappled with light; your
faces, untouched by the sun except for a small white speck that spotted Travis’s cheek. Travis
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and Cara were smiling. You looked like you were trying to wriggle out of their arms. It was a
good picture. It was a picture I took. I had taken it from the curb just before your trip to Canada.
I stared at it, studying every detail, until it seemed Travis’s suit and Cara’s blouse were
bursting from the picture. Red and blue light sliced through the room and intermittently striped
the ceiling. It lit the dresser, the closet, the far wall. It blinded me. I laid you down, my eyes
drawn to it, and I stood and floated toward the source. It coaxed me, lifting me, leading me
gently toward it. I had no control of my body, no control of my legs, or my hands, or feet. When
I reached the photograph on the wall, I became aware it was not coming from the photograph at
all but from the doorway. My body seemed to adjust its own course, and I was whisked out into
the hall.
Light lit the hallway. It splashed the ceiling and walls. Red and blue. Blue and red. It was
coming from Travis’s room. I was dazzled by it. It seemed to freeze my soul with color. As I
reached for the molding at the doorway to Travis’s room, a man in a blue uniform appeared
around the corner at the head of the stairs. He shouted, and I was paralyzed by a painful
sensation. I dropped to the floor, and he kicked the dry knife out of my hand.
“You have the right to remain silent,” he said.
My right cheek was mashed into the carpet, and I could feel a knee crushing the left side
of my face. It was heavy and hard. The smell of dust filled my nostrils. I was suffocating. Legs
and feet and voices circled me, but their movements and noises were drowned out by the whir of
distant sirens, roaring horses, and baying dogs. I was enshrouded in thick fog; yet through it, I
could clearly see Travis’s phone lying on the floor, the screen lit, the call timer tracking twentyseven minutes and thirty-three seconds. The noise woke you and you began to wail. I wanted to
get up. I wanted comfort you. I wanted to rock you back to sleep. I was annoyed by the weight
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that stopped me. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do anything but lay there, helpless. My hands were
forced together behind my back. Something tight snapped around my wrists. My neck and
shoulders hurt. A tear drained over my nose. All I wanted was to get up, to comfort you, to hold
you close, to silence your fears, and to whisper into your soft pink face that everything would be
all right.

But it was not all right!
I am sorry about what happened to Travis, but what happened could not be helped. If it
relieves you to hate me, then hate me.
Eva looks down. Her elbows are folded on the table. She re-meets his eyes. I cannot hate
you. Now that I know why you killed my father, I pity you.
Bane pushes away from the table, stands, and turns around.
A door opens and a guard enters the room.
Bane’s cuffed, age-spotted hands move over his head and dishevel his thinning hair. I
never killed your father, he says.
She stares into his back across the small table. You blame him for it?
I don’t blame Travis for anything. He flips around, hands declaratively outstretched.
But you say you never killed my father.
No, I didn’t.
But you just told me—
He places his hands on the table. It was Travis, not your father, who was killed.
You would dare suggest he is not my father—
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No, Eva. He stands back, reaching his full five-foot eight-inches, and drops his head. I am
your father.
She stares at him and slowly, almost imperceptibly, shakes her head. I cannot believe
you.

When Travis and Cara were told by the fertility doctor that it wouldn’t work, I was
determined to set him straight.
“What do you mean it won’t work?”
“That’s what I said, it won’t work. The man is incapable of having children. What else
can I tell you? I’ve already broken the doctor-patient relationship as it is.”
“But you have to do something.”
“What can I do? He would need someone to donate it for him; but unless someone were
capable and willing to do so, that isn’t likely to happen. Now, I’d appreciate it if you would leave
my office.”
“You listen to me,” I said. “I’m not leaving this office until you find a way to make that
happen.”
But he simply insisted there was nothing he could do.
“I’ll donate it then,” I said.
“I can’t just do that.”
“Yes, you can just do that.”
“I’d have to take it up with my patient before I could—”
“Do you have any idea what you did to Travis when you turned him out of your office?”
“He was hurt. I know. I understand that.”
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“I don’t think you understand anything. The man is broken.”
“That isn’t my fault.”
“If you don’t do something for him right here, right now, I will make it your fault; and I
will not rest until I have destroyed your name, your reputation, and your practice. And believe
me if I won’t do it.”
The doctor looked at his desk.
“Travis and Cara want to have a child, and they are going to have that child. I am entirely
willing and able to donate it. But I never want them to know it was me. Never. I want the whole
affair entirely anonymous. And I want you to call them tomorrow and tell them you found a
solution to their problem.”
“You’re willing to go to that much trouble. Why?”
“Because Travis and Cara are my life. Because I love them.”

You were their donor?
Bane nods.
Which means you are my—
He nods again. That is exactly what it means.
Eva stares at the table, her eyes shifting back and forth. How do you expect me to believe
that?
I don’t expect you to believe anything. Ask the fertility doctor.
The guard approaches and takes Bane’s arm. He glances over his shoulder at her still
seated at the small table behind him as he is led to the other side of the room. When he and the
guard reach the door, the man with the black mustache reenters the visiting room.
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Did you learn what you wanted to know? he asks.
Eva stares at the table in front of her without answering. She stands and looks across the
room. Her green eyes meet Bane’s for a single moment before he vanishes through the door.
The cell door announces its closure.

Slouching like a worn out old shoe, Bane pushes his metal stool aside—it screeches
across the floor—and lays down on his squeaky bunk. He sinks into his gray, sweat-stained
covers. His mattress sags beneath him. He lifts his book above his face.
No longer mourn for me when I am dead,
Than you shall hear the surly sullen bell
Give warning to the world that I am fled
From this vile world, with vilest worms to dwell;
Nay, if you read this line, remember not
The hand that write it; for I love you so,
That I in your sweet thoughts would be forgot,
If thinking on me then should make you woe.
The lights kick off, and he is left in semi-darkness, a swelling, pitiful darkness,
accompanied by nothing but the faint stench of his own sweat and the sound of his lips
scratching out his breath upon the inescapable stillness. His arm flops outward. The pages of his
book chatter and fall silent as it strikes the floor. Bane’s hands meet at his chest.
O, if, I say, you look upon this verse,
When I perhaps compounded am with clay,
Do not so much as my poor name rehearse,
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But let your love even with my life decay,
Lest the wise world should look into your moan,
And mock you with me after I am gone.
The book lies open on the floor, the ragged spine pointing upward. The pages are
contorted and bent. It looks like the remains of a tent left after a storm. The face of the jacket is
worn and wrinkled. The edges are split and frayed. Its white cover reads: A Collection of Poems
by William Shakespeare; its characters, red and blue. The silence is interrupted by a distant echo
and the fading sound of rain, or is it applause?
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CHAPTER TWELVE
~ The Trials ~

Eva emerges from a glass door. She stares down South Woodruff Avenue between East
17th Street and Parley Drive. The fertility clinic door slowly closes behind her. Her figure steps
into the glass. She is two people, one a clear reflection of herself, the other not wholly real, at
least, only as real as a transient figure in a strange and curious place, a place unfamiliar, foreign,
a place into which she has momentarily entered and from which she will forever disappear, like
the buttresses of a dream, like a forgotten memory, coming from somewhere, going somewhere
else, changed by the transition, a place she can never leave yet never remain—indelible, delible,
leaving her sequestered, isolated, and confused. Why is it so that such places force us to look
inward, to question who we are and where we come from, and cause us to doubt our identity?
But they do. A man walks a Labrador down the street, marches behind it, leaning backward, as
the dog presses forward against its collar, both locked in a contest of wills. Eva watches them
approach, pass by, and continue on. The man wears a white cowboy hat and a shirt stamped with
the silhouette of a bucking horse. His dog is black.
Her figure shrinks in the glass as she walks away from the building. She turns the corner
of the sidewalk and passes in front of a cab. The cabdriver looks up, drops his magazine. Popular
Science. An article on the human genome lies open on the dash. The car starts.
Eva opens the back door and slides into her car seat.
Where do you want to go? the driver asks with a variable accent. His boyish eyes stare
back at her from the mirror.
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She doesn’t seem to hear him. She is staring into her smudged window, a petite figure in
the mirror. Where am I? she asks.
Idaho Falls, he answers. His brows collide momentarily.
Take me back to the airport.
The car backs out into the parking lot, turns onto the street. Eva plays with the ash tray in
the armrest. Well-combed trees and Saturday neighborhood homes, confident and unconcerned,
whip past the window. The city is perfectly content with its utter foreignness, beautiful in spite
of its end-of-summer ugliness. A man and a little girl walk hand in hand down the street.
Probably headed for the park. The baby girl’s wrist is small against the bridge of her daddy’s
palm. She is safe in daddy’s hand. She skips out in front of him and turns and pulls on his arm.
He bends and lifts her high into the air. She arcs over his head and plunges onto his shoulders.
He holds her wrists tight around his face, her pigtails bouncing as he lunges dramatically down
the street. He looks up. She rocks backward, laughs. They disappear from the window almost as
soon as they appear in it. Eva stretches to see them, her forehead pressed between the doorframe
and glass, but they are out of sight. She looks into the back window, chin lifted, but they are
gone, cut off from sight by a passing Coca-Cola truck.
The driver’s eyes glance into the back from the mirror. Eva turns around, resigned, palms
folded in her lap. A hand flies to stop her mouth as she starts to cry. The boy’s eyes shift back
toward the front. The boy never slows down as they approach the intersection. He never uses his
blinker. He turns left. Eva grips the armrest for support against the inertia of the turn. The
magazine on the dashboard slides off and crashes on the floor as the car swerves a wide curve
through the light. The city’s dimensions are a blur. Eva reaches for the back of the seat in front
of her as she grabs at the stitch in her chest.
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The boy turns his face toward the back. His cheek is smooth shaven. “Is everything all
right back there?”
“Could you slow down?”
The weight of Eva’s body fills her seatbelt as the car slows.
“Sorry. Had to beat that car through or we wouldn’t have made it. That light always turns
red on me when I get to it.”
Eva settles against the door. She smoothes back the wrinkle in her plaid skirt that has
exposed her knees. A truck, pulling a horse-trailer, shoots by. She tips her head against the
window, holding the armrest as if her arm were in someone else’s.

The driver removes her bags from the trunk at the passenger drop-off at the airport and
places them on the curb. Eva rummages through her purse for her last twenty. She tucks her hair
behind her ear. Her green eyes are glassy and rimmed with red. A car honks. She looks back. The
driver waives an apology in the window. Eva resumes her search. The boy takes her by the
shoulders. No need, young lady.
All the same.
This one’s on me.
He walks around the car.
I would prefer to pay you.
It wasn’t that far anyway.
He returns a sad smile, sinks into his seat, and leaves her standing in the sun. She snaps
her purse as he drives away. The driver behind her pulls out, waives again, and eventually turns
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the corner. Two august men in suits, strong, confident, still walking with a thrust despite their
advancing years, stride off, pulling their luggage behind them.

Eva catches a glance at the departure board. Lubbock. On time.

The isle is crowded with boarders. Eva matches the number on her ticket with the seat
number on the overhead compartment and looks into her row. A wrinkled man sitting in the aisle
seat adjusts a set of head phones on his ears and sits back. Excuse me, sir, she says. The man
looks up and moves his knees. Eva slides into the middle seat. She immediately buckles her
seatbelt and glances out the window. Another man approaches the row. He is carrying a brief
case. The man in the aisle seat moves his knees and the second man slides into the row. His legs
clip Eva’s knees and the back of his sports coat hangs in her face. She leans against the seat and
turns her head sideways. The man sits in the window seat. Eva pulls her skirt toward her knees
and folds her arms.
She is sitting between two men neither of whom pays her any attention. The man in the
headphones leans his head back and closes his eyes. The man in the window seat shuts the blind,
draws out a laptop, and turns it on. Eva indiscriminately watches his computer screen, trying to
look without looking like she’s looking. The screen brightens. The man’s forefinger swirls over a
square pad. A chart with lines that form mountains and valleys fills the screen. A stock chart.
The man changes charts rapidly. As Eva watches, her head shifts toward the man’s shoulder. He
glances at her briefly. Her head snaps back. She stares into the seat in front of her and holds her
stomach.
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The man stares into his screen again. He taps his finger pad and another chart opens up.
The page is split in two. The top half shows the movement of mountains and valleys. The bottom
half is split by two horizontal white lines between which run a green and a red. Two lines. They
crisscross each other at intervals, sometimes dipping below the bottom white line, sometimes
rising above the top. Stochastics—if it is possible Eva knows what they are; but she doesn’t. To
her they just look like wrinkly lines. She stares at those intertwining green and red lines from the
corner of her eye for a long time until the man opens a new chart. It expands out of the last one.
What looked like mountains and valleys on the top half of the screen now look like stacks of
green and red candle sticks floating up and down. Green and red candle sticks fill her vision.
They run together until they appear to form a solid, whiplashed line. It gives her a headache. The
man in the aisle seat at her right stirs, and she is drawn out of her trance. She hears Harry
Connick Jr.’s spickety voice spill from the man’s headphones. His head sways from side to side.
As the captain’s mechanical voice crackles over the intercom, the man in the window seat shuts
his laptop and tucks it under the seat in front of him and removes his iPad. His fingers flick
across its small screen. Eva tightens her seatbelt and pushes her hands into her lap and stares
over the seat of the passenger in front of her. The passenger in front of her is a little girl. The top
of her head appears momentarily between the seats. Eva closes her eyes as the plane starts to
back out.
She has not been in the air long when she is startled by the snap of a soda can. The man
on her right opens a Coca-Cola and lays it on the tray in front of him. The man on her left
already has a can of Coca-Cola out on the tray in front of him with a napkin under it. Eva rubs
her eyes and unbuckles her seatbelt. She stands up and squeezes out into the aisle and walks
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toward the bathroom. The narrow sign in the door on the left is red: Occupied. The sign in the
door on the right is green: Vacant. She enters the door on the right and shuts it behind her.
The plane shudders. Eva avoids looking at her face as she turns on the sink. She wets her
hands and rubs her cheeks and eyes and dries them with a paper towel and throws it into the
toilet. When she flushes it, the towel is sucked out of sight. The plane shudders again. As she
exits the bathroom, she feels the plane plummet. She stumbles forward, catches herself on a seat.
The plane shudders and drops. The seatbelt lights come on and the captain’s voice crunches from
a speaker above her head. She doesn’t understand what he says.
Eva staggers back to her row and tries to slide in but the man in the aisle seat is asleep.
She taps his shoulder but he doesn’t budge. There is not room enough to squeeze between him
and his tray. She nudges him. Still he does not move. The plane washboards and makes a hard
left turn, so hard it is apparent something is wrong. A flight attendant approaches Eva and insists
that she take her seat.
I am trying but this man will not move.
The plane sinks. Eva and the flight attendant are thrown. Eva finds herself in the laps of a
woman and the little girl in the row ahead of hers. Mother and daughter. They look too much
alike to be otherwise. Eva apologizes and tries to rise, but the plane plunges once more, and she
is powerless to stop herself from being thrown against the window. The mother catches Eva’s
shirt as she slides over them, saving her from bashing her head. Eva jams her arm between two
seats to brace herself against another wild toss. The little girl starts to cry. The mother, still
holding Eva’s shirt, tries to comfort her daughter. The plane rocks violently. Eva holds on with
all of her strength, but try as she might, she is a rag doll against the pitching and yawing of the
plane; and she is thrown under the feet of the mother and her daughter. By this time there are
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loud responses from the passengers. The pop can of the man whom Eva couldn’t get past has
fallen off of its tray and rolled under the seat. Coca-Cola streams along the floor, sops Eva’s arm.
It flows freely. She is swimming in a river of Coca-Cola between feet and floor. It soaks her
clothes, gathers in her hair, rills down her brow and along her cheek. She raises her head but it is
no use. She cannot escape the flood of Coca-Cola. She is drowning in it. With an effort she drags
herself into the aisle.
As the plane tips and sways, a frightened passenger reaches for the emergency door. The
door is ripped off the wall, leaving a gaping hole. Face masks drop from the compartments
above. A deafening sound rips through the cabin as all of the air inside is sucked out. Eva feels
her feet rise off the floor. Her heart pounds out the beat of bewilderment behind her chest. She
clings to a curved metal bar beneath the seat beside her. Her body rises and flaps like a flag in a
terrible wind. Her shoes are sucked from her feet. She feels herself losing her grip.
She can no longer hold on. Her fingers slowly slip from the bar. She fights to regain her
hold, gains a little, loses a little, and finally misses it completely. Her fingers are just millimeters
from that miniscule piece of metal, that handle bar, that thread of wire, the only thing that
separates life from death.
She cries out as she slowly floats away, sucked with increasing speed toward the open
door. She can do nothing about it. She has no control. She flies past masked people, reaching at
everything, anything to hold on to. She is a kite without a tail, completely out of control, destined
for one direction and one direction only, her impending fall.
Eva’s arm is nearly torn from her shoulder socket as her backward flight comes to a
sudden stop. A hand has reached out and caught her arm; it is the man who had fallen asleep in
her row. His nose and mouth are hidden behind a hideous mask. Eva tries not to look at him, but
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the terror in his eyes is penetrating. She sees her tiny figure whipping about in the darkness of his
pupils. She is a delicate line of lace, swaying in a gentle breeze. Peaceful. Beautiful. Alive.
The man holds on to her. He doesn’t let go. He tries to pull her toward him—his eyes tell
her he will save her life even if it is to cost him his own—but his effort is in vain. Eva’s wrist
slips from his palm. Their bond is broken. Their connection severed. She backstrokes against the
flashing lights and fearful faces she passes as she screams backward. Her fate is sealed.
She is sucked out the door like a nickel eaten by a vacuum, the darkness of the cabin in
front of her, the soft cushion of the air around her.
Eva wakes with a start as a flight attendant touches her shoulder. The man at her right is
snoring. The face of the man on her left is glowing in the light of his laptop. Eva rubs her eyes.
Do you want something to drink?
Eva can barely hear her voice above the roar of the plane. The woman motions to a cart
in the middle of the aisle. Its shelves are stacked with pop cans.
Anything but Coca-Cola, she says. Her ears feel plugged.
A Coke? the attendant asks.
She opens a can of Coca-Cola, pours it into a plastic cup filled with chunks of ice, slides
a napkin under it, and places it on the tray in front of her. Eva stares at it.
Ma’am. Eva waves.
But the woman has already moved on.
Eva stares at the plastic cup once more. She reaches out, breathes, brings it to her lips,
and quickly gulps it down before replacing the empty cup on its napkin on the tray. Her face
crumples against the burn in her throat. She shivers, tucks her hair behind her ear, folds her arms
across her body again, and tries to avoid any physical contact with the man on her right whose
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head is dipping precariously close to her shoulder and the man on her left whose elbow has taken
the armrest. She stares into the seat in front of her as cold and rigid as the ice in her plastic cup.
The plane shudders.

A wheel crunches through scattered gravel as a dually-wheeled Chevy truck turns the
corner, then cuts down a residential street in near silence. The distorted shapes of sky and
rooftops cross Eva’s obscured face in the window. She is staring out. Between houses she
catches glimpses of a land spout tornado tearing up an adjacent field. The dirt twists around and
around itself like a dancer rising from the earth, graceful, tortured, one arm reaching
heavenward.
Eva lifts two fries from a box between twin Coca-Cola cups and a bag with a double arch
on the front. She chews the fries, takes a sip of lemonade, replaces her cup, and raises a double
quarter pounder with cheese to her mouth. She takes a bite and stares out the window.
Isabel glances at Eva from the driver’s seat. Whats wrong, Sweet Pea. You haven spoken
since the airport.
Eva stirs, looks at her aunt, and stares out the window again. She takes another bite of her
half-wrapped burger, but as she does so she pinches out a blot of ketchup that drops to her chest,
sullying her shirt. She gasps and places her burger on the console, licks her thumb and rubs at the
stain.
Fairs comin up this week, Isabel says. Eva snatches a napkin and redoubles her effort.
Isabel glances over. Eva’s stain only grows the more she attempts to remove it. We could see the
sheepdog trials, Isabel says.
Eva’s arm slows and she finally gives up. The Fair.
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Yuv never heard a the Fair.
No.
Why its only the biggest event this side a Texas, Isabel says in disbelief as the truck
reaches the cul-de-sac. She reaches up and clicks the garage door opener clipped to her visor. All
this time and yuv never been to the Fair not even once.
Eva shakes her head.
Isabel charges up the driveway, and the truck is swallowed by the garage. She pushes up
on the gear shift behind the wheel. That does’t, Sweet Pea. Isabel looks straight at her. She takes
Eva’s hand and smiles. I’m takin you to the Fair. At that moment, Isabel’s door is thrown open.
Mommy, Mommy, Trey’s trying to hit me!
Stop shoutin, Tommy! Hands off him, Trey, y’hear me! Isabel snatches up her drink and
purse and drops from the seat of the truck.
Eva packs away their remaining garbage and opens her door.
Isabel’s two youngest children circle her legs and rake her ears with complaints as she
enters the house through the garage. Eva follows. Isabel’s husband Tom enters the kitchen as she
plops her purse on the counter, and pecks her on the cheek. He takes the trash from Eva’s hand.
How was the flight?
Good.
You take a load off. I’ll get your bags.
Eva sits at the kitchen table as Isabel’s squabbling boys drag her into another room and
Tom disappears through the door. Isabel and Tom’s older daughter lies on the couch across the
room holding an iPhone above her face.
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Tom reenters the house with Eva’s suitcases. Emily, say hello to your cousin, he puffs as
he passes through the big room.
Emily glances at Eva. Eva returns a wan smile, but her cousin doesn’t reciprocate. She
only looks back at her phone.
Tom climbs the stairs.
Eva’s eyes shift across the big room, over the plush sofas, dark wood furniture, and flat
screen hanging from the wall and finally over the rich-wood cabinetry and granite countertops.
Eva’s gaze is interrupted by Lubbock’s sudden appearance: a well-groomed Golden Retriever,
tongue hanging out, tail wagging furiously. Lubbock pushes his way between Eva’s knees. Eva
catches up his face and smiles at him.
How are you, you slobbery mutt, she says, massaging and tossing his jowls. Lubbock
raises his head excitedly against her hands and finally lays his head in her lap. Eva strokes him
between the ears and down along his neck and coat. All at once, her hands slow. Lubbock’s eyes
shift. Eva stops and stares at nothing. Lubbock lifts his head and looks her in the face. Eva remeets his eyes. Her own eyes fill with tears. She drops to her knees in front of him and embraces
him around the neck. She hugs his head. She can’t let him go.

Eva stares at Joyland Amusement Park as the truck breaks down the exit ramp from the
freeway. She is sitting in the middle of the backseat with her hands pressed between her knees
while Trey and Tommy slug at each other on either side of her. The back of Emily’s head blocks
her view out the front window. The park is empty, lifeless, nothing but a few trees and silent
rides and a parking lot entirely devoid of cars. It is small, bleak, even depressing—a lonely
modern day ruin left to crumble on the American plain. Eva would not even notice the park if its
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old white rollercoaster didn’t so unexpectedly bulge above the trees, marring the face of the land
like a scar raised from a branding iron, the hot metal of truth sinking into the flesh of innocence.
She stares at it simply for the fact that she has no other direction to look.
Trey reaches over her back to hit his brother again.
The Fairgrounds are located on the northeast corner of Broadway and Ave A. Tom turns
south. When they arrive at the Fairgrounds, Tom and Isabel argue about where to park.
Eventually, Tom yields the argument, but his accidental wrong turn reignites Isabel, who insists
he has made the wrong turn on purpose and plans to go ahead with his own idea anyway. It is an
accusation Tom emphatically denies. They argue until Tom finally parks the truck. Isabel stares
out the front window with folded arms. Tom leans over Emily, who squawks at getting squished,
and kisses Isabel on the cheek. Isabel smiles and slaps his shoulder and turns around and says,
Everybody out. We gun have ourselves sum fun.
Tommy climbs over Eva’s knees on his way out of the half back. Isabel scolds him for
his rudeness and spanks his bottom as Tom rounds the truck. A vehicle pulls into the parking
space on either side of them. Isabel holds Trey back. The people in the other vehicles get out,
causing an awkward tussle with the doors. The people walk off. Eva slides out last. Tom shuts
the door behind her. I’ve got Trey and Tommy, he says, lifting Tommy over his shoulders.
Can I have a shoulder ride, too? Trey asks.
It’s your brother’s turn, Tom says. You need any money? he asks Emily.
Emily doesn’t respond.
Ive got sum money for her, Isabel says. She hands Emily a hundred dollar bill from her
purse and tells her not to get into trouble or to spend it all in one place. Emily takes the money
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without looking up from her phone and wanders off. Tom has already trudged off to the ticket
booth holding Trey’s hand and carrying Tommy on his shoulders.
Looks like its just you and me, Sweet Pea, Isabel says, drawing Eva’s arm through her
own. She squeezes Eva’s hand. Eva smiles back. What do you say we rustle ourselves up a
chilly-dog and a deep-fried Twinkie, sheepdog trials dun start for another half hour.
Eva stands in line. A group of boys and girls walk by. One of the boys looks at her. Eva
glances away. When the group has passed, Eva looks back and inspects the boy. She sees his
profile, his long nose and protruding lips. He’s gangly, his head is too big, and he squats into his
knees as he walks. His hair is untidy. He flips his bangs and chomps on a churro. Eva hasn’t yet
decided if she likes American boys. A girl at the center of the group tosses her hair over her
shoulder with a flick of her head as she talks. Her legs are shorter than the rest of her body, a
point of little concern as she makes up the difference by waddling a little faster than the others.
She is talking without breathing and making the others laugh around her.
Another boy looks at Eva. He is good looking, muscular, wears a tight t-shirt and a
cowboy hat. He is walking with a girl with short shorts and highlighted hair. She is all legs and
hangs on his arm. The boy is carrying two Coca-Cola cups. He glances again at Eva and smiles.
She stares him down until he looks away and doesn’t look back. Her heart pumps hard. She is
powerful. But it is a painful power. It courses her limbs and makes her feel as giddy as a young
mare. She tucks her hair behind her ear, revealing an opal earring, and steps forward. Aunt
Isabel cuddles her elbow, chewing at the nail of her forefinger as she reads the menu behind the
vendor at the front counter. She looks at her watch. Get anythin you won, Sweet Pea. Now I cant
decide.
Decide what?
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Whether I want a deep-fried Oreo or a Twinkie or if I should just have me a chilly-dog
and nachos—‘sall so fattenin.
Buy them all, Aunt Isabel.
You think I should.
You should not worry about your weight. You are too beautiful to worry.
Yor sweet. My minds made up. The customer in front of them receives his order and
leaves the counter. Have you decided yet, Isabel asks, inclining her head toward Eva without
looking at her.
I will have whatever you have.
May I take your order, please? a distracted, overworked boy asks.
Isabel steps up to the counter. I’ll have me a chilly-dog, a deep-fried Oreo, a deep-fried
Twinkie, a box of nachos, and a Coke—in fact, double that order. Everythin sounds s’good I
might as well buy a doll, she says to Eva.
Aunt Isabel, Eva interrupts. No Coke.
A Sprite then, and throw in that box a Raisinets and well call’t good.
Oh, them Raisinets aren’t for sell, the boy says. Them’s my Raisinets.
Five bucks says they are, Isabel says, raising Lincoln’s head in front of his face.
Five—for a box of Raisinets? The boy looks over his shoulder. You got yourself a trade.
He passes Isabel the box and pockets the five dollars, looks over his shoulder again, rips off
Isabel’s receipt and hands it to her.
Do not worry, Eva says. We will not tell anyone. She smiles at him. The boy is stunned.
He can’t look away no matter how hard he ties. His mouth drops open stupidly and a goofy
sound escapes his throat. He is transfixed, until quite suddenly he remembers his job, fumbles
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about doing it, and finally gives them their order, all the while helplessly glancing at Eva. When
Eva takes the food and drinks, he leans his elbows into the counter and tries to ask her a
question, but all that comes out is a squeak. He covers his mouth. Eva laughs and walks away
with Isabel, who is already devouring her Oreo. They have not gone far when Eva looks back
over her shoulder. The boy is still leaning into the counter, staring after her, completely oblivious
to the snapping and waving fingers of the next customer in line. American boys, she thinks, are
not all that different from Norwegian boys. Eva bites into her nacho and stops. It tastes awful.
She lets the chip drop from her mouth back into her rectangular paper bowl. Boys are all clowns,
cute, but clowns.
Eva reads a sign as they make their way toward the livestock pavilion. Fun Fact: “There
were no fairs held at the Panhandle South Plains Fairgrounds during the World War II years of
1942-45.”
Eva takes a bite of her chilly-dog and reads another sign along the way. Fun Fact: “The
10 millionth Fair visitor walked through our famous turnstile in 1983.”
Too bad you wont be here next week, Isabel says. Yull miss the crop and art exhibits.
Giant pumpkins. Ears a corn. Quilts. Not to mention the lamb and livestock shows. And a course
theres the carnival.
I will miss you, too, Aunt Isabel.
Isabel reaches around and gives Eva a hug. She sniffles, wipes her eyes. We’d better
hurry, she says, looking at her watch and quickening her pace. The trials are about ready to start.
A man in a cowboy hat argues with a wrecking serviceman alongside his latched-up truck
and horse trailer as Isabel and Eva approach the pavilion. A blind man and his guide dog cross
their path. Isabel and Eva enter. The pavilion is so big it makes Eva feel tiny. A dirt field spans
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nearly the entire breadth of it. The first contestant has already finished. A scant audience claps
from the bleachers, most of them the family members of fellow contestants. Isabel and Eva select
an empty space as the next contestant enters the field, and sit down.
The handler, a man in a white ten gallon hat and brown boots, stands against a tall white
marker positioned at the center of the field near the entrance. The post. He leans against it. A
whistle hangs from a lanyard around his neck, and he carries a fiberglass herding stick. The
handler looks down and nods his head. His black and white collie darts leftward from his heel
and flies low around the length of the field to the opposite end of the pavilion where three goats
timidly wait. The dog comes up behind them, makes his lift, and fetches the goats toward his
handler. The handler blows his whistle, and the dog changes direction. The goats huddle close
together. They run forward, slow to a walk, and stop. Each time the handler blows on his whistle
the dog reacts. He drops and waits. Cuts left. Cuts right. The goats approach the handler, who
steps to the right of his marker. The dog crouches low as the sheep move closer to the marker.
The handler extends his stick and the goats walk around it. The dog scuttles in a wide arc around
the edge of the field and pushes the goats toward a space between two fences in the middle of the
field. The drive gate. The dog springs left. Springs right. Runs. Drops. The goats flock right, left,
and finally run through the opening between the gates. The handler leans on his stick and blows
on his whistle again. The goats wait until the dog comes around and chases them straight toward
another set of fences on the opposite side of the field near the bleachers. The goats amble toward
the second set of drive gates.
Eva watches the harassed goats flock and shift with uncertainty. The dog crawls up
behind them; the goats run. It reminds Eva of the time she went to see the sheepdog trials with
her grandfather when she was a small girl. There the dogs herded sheep, not goats. One dog
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crawled toward the sheep, but they didn’t move. They just eyed the dog warily. The dog grew
impatient and bit the ankle of the closest sheep. The dog was disqualified. The handler threw
down his stick and hat and swore until the committee members dragged him off the field. The
dog just huddled at the far end, too afraid to approach his master.
A dog and his handler must work as a team. If they don’t, serious consequences can
occur. Sometimes a dog will disobey the handler’s signals and act on instinct, but most of the
time a dog will yield to the signal of his handler.
During another trial, a dog battled between acting on his own instinct and obeying his
handler’s signal when he couldn’t get the sheep to move forward. Eva could see the dog’s
indecision. The sheep sensed the dog’s conflict and took advantage of it. It was a terrible standoff. Eva wondered if the sheep wouldn’t stampede the dog. The handler blew his whistle. The
dog hesitated, reacted, misinterpreted the signal, and in a state of confusion jumped right into the
sheep and ran over the tops of their backs. They scattered in every direction, and it took a long
time for the dog to bring them back around to their proper position. They lost a lot of points and
ran out of time before they could coerce the sheep into the pen.
The goats on the field in front of Eva pass through the drive gates, and stall. Eva sits on
the edge of her seat. The dog loops around the gates and pushes them directly toward the pen as
the handler leaves his post, walks toward the pen, and swings its gate open. The goats resist the
pressure to move toward it. They move and stop. Move again, against their will. Eva watches
closely. Her eyes never leave the field. The goats stamp and stammer at the entrance to the pen.
They eye the dog wearily as he crouches in the dirt opposite his handler. The goats don’t move.
They look ready to bolt if they can only find a break.
Eva’s heart stops.
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If the dog and handler do not get them into the pen and the goats slip free, they will lose a
lot of points and possibly won’t finish. The handler raises his stick and slowly corrals them
toward the open pen. The goats still don’t move. The dog settles forward in strike position as
though he is going to make an attack. The goats step backward, all eyes on the dog. The handler
increases the pressure, waves his stick, wards off any gesture of escape, but the goats appear
ready to chance his stick anyway, to bolt despite the force exerted against them. The dog doesn’t
move.
Eva takes Isabel’s hand. Isabel is staring in the opposite direction, watching another
handler on the far side of the pavilion preparing to come onto the field. The man shakes out his
shoulders, tips his head from side to side. Isabel takes a bite of her wrapper. Her chilly-dog is
gone. She lays her trash on the bench beside her. Eva grips her hand again. Isabel squeezes Eva’s
hand back twice in response, her squeeze friendly yet inattentive, then releases herself from
Eva’s clutch and searches their trash for anything they might not have eaten, but they have eaten
everything. She gathers their trash despondently and crumples it into a ball.
Isabel stands. I’ll be right back. Ive got to find a can for this. Eva grapples her arm and
pulls her back down.
What is’t, Sweet Pea.
Eva does not take her eyes from the field.
The goats concede, finally backing into the pen, and the handler closes the gate with a
clang.
They did it, Eva says. She holds her chest. They did it.
I’ll be back, Isabel says.
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A weak applause erupts from the scattered audience. Eva gives the handler and his dog a
standing ovation. She whistles hard and claps harder, drawing the attention from her nearest
neighbors. One man’s head jerks up at her applause. He wipes at the drool spreading across his
cheek with the back of his hand, claps half-heartedly two or three times, settles back into his
bench, folds his arms, shoulders hunched, and closes his eyes.
As Isabel walks the perimeter, Eva sits, awaiting the next trial.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~ The Wrath of Mormor ~

A plane lifts off the runway. It rises steadily, angled toward a dull gray sky. It passes like
a shooting star and disappears into the clouds.

You gun call your bestemor or should I let her know yor comin.
Eva hefted her carry-on onto a metal table and unzipped it and tossed her shoes into a
gray tub. Isabel followed. I believe it is better if you call her, Eva said. I don’t feel prepared to
talk to her right now.
What d’you think shes gun say when you get there. You haven talked to her since you got
here.
I have been trying not to think about that. Eva’s tub rattled down the rollers toward the xray. The machine ate it, shoes and all, swallowed it whole. It was there and then it was gone.
I’ll call her tonight. Tell her yull be there tomorrow.
Eva’s suitcase disappeared next. Three security guards stood behind the machine, their
meddling eyes moving through everything in her suitcase, eyeballs riffling through her skirts,
inspecting her toothbrush, musing over her anti-itch cream, eyeing her nail file with suspicion.
One of them pointed. The others closed in and began to talk together, most likely conversing
over her criminality. They would go through her bag when it came out the other end. It was
inevitable.
A guard then asked her to step up to the full-body scanner and lift her hands over her
head. Eva reluctantly approached it, trying to look innocent. The guard’s eyes followed her
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closely. Eva stepped inside with only her socks on and slowly positioned her feet on the foot
marks, folded her arms over her chest, and tucked her hair behind her ear. The guard standing
beside the machine asked her to extend her hands. Eva looked at him uncertainly. The guard
repeated his request and showed her the action. Eva unfolded her arms and lifted her hands to the
level of her eyes. The guard insisted she lift her hands over her head and repeated the motion.
Eva hesitated. A second guard further back spoke into a walkie-talkie at his shoulder and placed
his other hand at his side. Eva looked at him. He was staring directly back at her.
Eva lifted her hands higher over her head. Satisfied, the guard closest to her stepped back
and asked her to face forward. Eva held the eyes of the second guard, who now walked toward
them, only for a second—a space of time which seemed to her as long as time itself—before she
looked forward. She could feel the electrical pulses of the x-ray machine course her body, handle
her ankles and knees, slide up her hips and around her inner thighs, curl about her waist and
ribcage, probe her breasts, and finally finger up the back of her neck, around her ears, and into
her hairline. She was naked—an utterly naked figure—exposed to a host of unwanted eyes that
stripped her, examined her, judged her form and accounted for every curve, every imperfection,
then tossed her aside, a tattered and forgotten image cast in gutter water, dried in the bitter wind,
and finally swept away with all of the other trash. She was dirty naked refuse, shorn of all
innocence, with nowhere to go and no one to turn to.
The guard asked her to step out. Eva wiped her wet eyes with the back of her wrist,
reached for her suitcase, and dragged it down the rollers toward the metal table at the end of the
line. The innards of her suitcase were in complete disarray. Her top was thrown open. Clothes
spilled over the sides. A guard had rummaged through her shirts and socks and underwear with a
pair of green gloves, pried through her personal belongings, touched and tainted all the contents
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of her private life. Her life was an open suitcase. She was a ruined child. Destitute and
despondent, she re-collected the scattered pieces of her identity.
I hate them things, Isabel said, tugging on her shoes. Makes me feel like my clothes has
been ripped off and my picture taken. Surprise! Sure wouldn won to work the other end a that
machine. I can only imagine what they get to peep at all day. Whats wrong, Sweet Pea. Yor
sweatin all over. Here, lummy help you.
Isabel hastily re-stuffed Eva’s carry-on. Eva stood back and folded her arms. We’d better
hurry or yull miss your plane. Isabel dragged Eva’s suitcase off the table. Eva followed her. They
had not gone far from the security checkpoint when Eva began to lag behind. Isabel glanced back
to take her hand, and expelled a small cry. Wheres your shoes.
Eva looked down. She was still in her socks.
You didn put your shoes back on. What were you thinkin. Isabel snatched her hand and
pulled her back toward the checkpoint.
They looked all over before they finally found them on the table behind the guard. The
guard had even gone through her shoes. The shoelaces were all pulled out. Eva asked for the tub
behind him. The guard turned around, took the tub, and passed it to her. Eva lifted out her
emaciated shoes.
Isabel and Eva had walked halfway down the crowded terminal when Isabel glanced at
her watch and gulped more air than might have been humanly possible. This where I’ll hafta to
leave you, Sweet Pea. Tommys got to be picked up from school in thirty minutes. If I dun leave
now, I wont make it.
Goodbye, Aunt Isabel, Eva said as Isabel wrapped her in a hug.
Isabel kissed her forehead. Her eyes filled with tears. Feels like I’m losin one of my own.

177

You will never lose me. I promise you.
My little—Sweet Pea. Isabel hugged her again tightly, then stood back, pulled a hanky
from her purse, and wiped her nose. Go on, she said, and gave her a spat. Eva watched Isabel
turn and walk away. You come visit us again, now, y’hear.
Eva waved.
And dun forget a pick up your luggage at the baggage claim when you get there, Isabel
said, her hands cupped around her mouth, but her voice was caught away by the vast space now
stretching between them.
Eva stood by herself in the middle of the terminal with her purse draped over her
shoulder and her suitcase hugging her leg as though she were a wild mare, now saddled and
broken, with a junkyard dog beside her. A Coca-Cola machine was positioned near the entrance
of a shop across the terminal. She wondered if she ought to buy a bottle of water. She waved
again and watched her aunt diminish. It was at this point she realized she was completely alone.
And she felt it.
Two men in captain’s caps walked by, dragging their carry-ons behind them.

When Eva approaches the baggage claim in Trondheim, her grandfather is there waiting
for her. Eva sees him before he sees her. Bestefar! She shouts. He turns as she runs and leaps into
his arms. His body doubles around her. He rocks backward, lifting her off the ground like a small
child. Standing like a brown bear on its hind legs, he expels a great big laugh. She buries her face
in the folds of his turtleneck. It clothes her, warms her, makes her feel safe. His white goatee
dresses the back of her hair as he embraces her. She is a little doll between his massive
shoulders. He smells of wood smoke and cinnamon. She holds him like she will never let go. She
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doesn’t want to let go. He releases her, and she stands reluctantly upon her toes. She adjusts her
shirt.
How was your trip? He asks.
Eva’s heels drop. I need to get my suitcase, she says. There it is. She points.
Carol turns upon the baggage claim and swipes her bag from the river of luggage like a
pink salmon and carries it off by the side handle.
Eva reaches for it.
I’ll carry it, Carol says.
Where is Bestemor? Eva asks.
Carol sets her luggage down on the sidewalk.
Is she angry with me?
She’s waiting out in the car.
I am so glad to see you, Bestefar, Eva says. She hugs him by the waist. Carol wraps his
arm around her shoulder.
I’m glad to see you too, Brownie.
They walk out of the airport, Eva holding Carol’s hand.
Her grandparent’s BMW is tucked between two other cars in the parking garage. Kjersti
doesn’t get out of the car when they approach. Her face is shielded by a glare on the passenger
side window. The air is brisk. Eva wraps herself against Carol’s arm. Carol’s hand plunders his
pocket. He removes his keys. The car chirps, and the trunk flies open. Eva stands beside him as
he slides her suitcase between the two already there and drops the lid of the trunk.
Eva can see Kjersti’s face from a backward angle. She is staring out the front window.
Carol rounds the car and opens the driver side door. He looks at Eva standing at the back corner
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of the car in her jeans and green cardigan, arms folded, one fingernail raised to her teeth, her
palm half hidden behind her sleeve.
Are you coming?
Carol’s words shock her out of her immobility, and she reaches automatically for the
handle of the back passenger door. She opens it, carefully enters the car, and shuts the door
softly. It doesn’t click. She reopens it and shuts it again. Carol rocks the car as he plunges down
in his seat. He leans into the steering wheel and turns the key in the ignition.
Eva glances tentatively over the back of Kjersti’s silver head. She leans toward the
middle of the car so that she can just see the side of her grandmother’s face. Thank you for
coming to get me, Mormor, she says.
Kjersti doesn’t say a word.
Carol looks at Kjersti and glances back at Eva. He shakes his head.
Eva sits back and looks out the window. She can’t help wondering what her grandmother
is thinking. She wishes she had brushed her teeth during the flight. Her mouth feels gummy. She
discretely tests her breath to make sure it isn’t bad, but she can’t tell. Carol puts the car in
reverse. The pillars and vehicles on either side of them shift forward. Eva wonders if there won’t
be any conversation at all, if they’ll just drive the entire way home in silence. The thought cheers
her. She would prefer the silence, prefer to simply stare out the window without saying anything
and watch the countryside roll by. The car leaves the garage. A blanket of bright clouds passes
across the window. If Eva could reach it, she would fold it around her, cuddle against the door,
and watch the slush fall until she fell asleep.
Who needs words? What use are words? The sound of silence is far more preferable to
the din of unnecessary words.
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There is too much to think about without having to talk about it. Besides, talk would only
ruin this moment, ruin the experience of driving home. Talk is cheap. She is glad to be where the
world is familiar, glad just to be in her grandparent’s car, knowing that she will be home within
fourteen hours. She is looking forward to seeing the yard, unloading her luggage and stretching
out on her bed, feeding her lamb in the warmth of the barn. It’s autumn in Norway, and it feels as
though she has been gone a whole year.
At half past noon, her grandfather turns off the road. The car stops in front of a roadside
restaurant. Eva sits up. She looks out, her fingertips pressed against the glass. The restaurant
looks like a cottage tucked back in the trees. Carol gets out of the car, passes around the back,
and opens Kjersti and Eva’s doors simultaneously. Eva tumbles out. Carol takes Kjersti’s hand,
and she rises from her seat. She is so graceful she could pass for Queen Sonja. It is the first time
Eva has actually faced her since she returned to the country. The sun hovers low in the southern
sky forcing Eva to shield her eyes as she stands. Her grandmother doesn’t look at her at all. Her
chin is held high, one hand grasping the other at the level of her waist, her purse slung over her
wrist.
Carol takes Kjersti’s arm in his and looks back with a broad smile and an extended
elbow. Eva canters to his arm and takes it, and they walk toward the door of the restaurant
together. Eva steps back as Carol opens the door and Kjersti enters. Eva enters behind her,
followed by her grandfather. The lights are dim. Dark wood adorns the entry. A servitor greets
them in Trondersk as the door closes behind them, shows them to a deep booth, and slips their
menus onto the table. Stuffed with poise, Kjersti slides onto her cushion, followed by Carol,
whose weight pops her up three inches, a movement she takes no notice of. Eva takes the middle
of the bench opposite them, directly facing her grandparents. Her grandmother looks right
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through her as though she isn’t there and thanks the servitor for seating them so properly, while
Carol complains at the hardness of the bench and asks if they might be seated elsewhere. The
servitor glances between them, uncertain which to acknowledge. Carol bounces his seat, popping
Kjersti up and down. Kjersti looks out the window unflustered. The servitor looks at Eva. Eva
catches up her menu and hides behind it. The menu is salted with American-style foods. The
servitor returns with glasses of water and takes their order. As if Eva hasn’t already had her fill
of America, she orders a burger. Her grandparents do as well. The servitor leaves again.
Kjersti pushes her hands into her lap. Well, she says. Isn’t it a lovely day!
Eva glances at her grandmother, who is looking out the window, and takes a sip of water.
Kjersti nudges Carol in the side when his glass is at his lips. Carol spits water back into
his glass. Were you talking to me?
Of course, I was. Who else would I be talking to?
Eva sets her glass down hard. Water arcs over the rim and pools on the table.
Carol’s eyes dart from Eva to Kjersti. It’s a fine day. Yes, a very fine day. He reaches for
a napkin and wipes at the spilled water.
The weather has been extremely good, wouldn’t you say? Kjersti says, taking up her own
glass.
Eva is staring at her grandmother.
Mm, Carol responds. He is in control of his glass again and drinking steadily.
Look. There is still a bit of water on the table, Kjersti says, fussily. She reaches for a
napkin and dabs at Eva’s spill.
How long do you think it will take to arrive home? Kjersti asks. She takes a drink.
Home? You’ve read the GPS—
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Kjersti nudges Carol in the side again.
—About eight or nine hours, he replies.
Eight or nine hours? Kjersti clucks. Perhaps we ought to find some place to stay the
night. A motel, maybe. Yes. A motel would be a very good idea.
Enough of this, Mormor. Why won’t you talk to me?
But Eva’s question is interrupted by the returning servitor. Carol leans backward as the
servitor stretches across their table with their plates. The servitor places Kjersti’s plate in front of
her, then Carol’s, and then Eva’s. Kjersti graciously thanks their servitor as she departs.
Eva lifts her burger with her hands, takes a large bite, and chews rapidly. Carol follows
Eva’s lead, lifting his burger to his mouth with his hands.
Do not be rude, dear. We are in public, Kjersti says, shaking out her napkin.
Carol and Eva both look at Kjersti, Carol holding his burger halfway to his mouth. Kjersti
lifts her fork and knife, cuts her burger, heaps the bite onto the back of her fork, and places it
delicately into her mouth.
Carol sets his burger down and lifts his knife.
Eva rolls her eyes, lifts her burger again, and takes another bite.
Carol lays his knife back down. I’ll be back. I need to use the bad.
Don’t be long, Kjersti says. We do need to get back on the road soon. We wouldn’t want
to take a month to get home.
As soon as Carol is out of sight, Eva pushes her burger onto her plate. Mormor, you are
being ridiculous. Stop this, right now.
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Mormor’s eyes widen. She carefully places her fork and knife on either side of her plate,
and looks directly at Eva. Eva can tell her grandmother is working herself up to the point of
exploding.
Now, Mormor, you know what you are doing is not fair.
Fair! Kjersti strikes the table with a fist beside her plate, sending her knife flying. It
arches above the table and lands on Carol’s plate with a clatter, giving Eva, who instinctively
grasps her own right arm at the wrist and holds it against her chest, a violent shock.
Sleet falls from the sky, cutting everything in its path.
Kjersti snatches her knife back, slices through her burger again with her utensils, and
bulldozes another bite up the back of her fork. How dare you see that man without telling me?
She says, barely above a whisper.
Eva is stunned. She doesn’t know what to say. What man? She asks.
You know very well what man. You don’t know how angry I am with you. You haven’t
the least idea how angry I am.
Why?
What you did was absolutely reckless. It was an absolutely reckless thing you did.
What did I do?
Do not play the cello with me, young lady; I know all about it and do not think I do not
know exactly what you have done.
Mormor.
You disappoint me, Eva. I really thought you had better sense than to go and make
contact with that, that—she seems unable to find the words—person, that convicted felon, she
finally says.
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Eva’s eyes dart rapidly left and right. How in the world could Mormor have found out?
Who could she have talked to? No matter how she tries, she can’t think of any way her
grandmother could have possibly found out where she went or what she did.
It was dangerous and foolish and the problems you have caused because of it I simply
cannot bring myself to imagine, Kjersti says. Bane is a dangerous man.
Eva looks up sharply. The name falls on her ears like breaking surf.
Do you want to know something about Bane? Do you know what he did?
Eva stares back at the table. She cannot bring herself to look her grandmother in the eyes.
I know what he did, she finally says.
He killed your mor. Hit her with that Coca-Cola truck of theirs. Smashed the car all to
pieces. Almost killed you, too.
Kjersti’s voice is blurred in Eva’s ears. It’s as if her ears are full of water. She can barely
distinguish her grandmother’s words.
That was before he killed your far.
How do you know all of this?
I was on my way to help your far take care of you after your mor died when—
How do you know I saw Bane? Eva asks. She stares her grandmother down with wild,
determined eyes.
Kjersti stops. She reaches for her purse on the seat beside her and opens it and closes it
again. Your aunt told me everything after I demanded to know why you were never around and
never able to answer the phone.
Eva thrusts her palm into her hairline, pushing back her bangs, her elbow sliding over the
table.
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I suppose I might have been somewhat hard on her when I said I would send the police if
she did not tell me what you were on about—but I had a right to know. Do you realize what it is
like for a bestemor to be standing half a world away not knowing what is happening to her
datterdatter?
Carol approaches the table and drops down, popping Kjersti up. Eva stands abruptly and
leaves the table. Carol looks up at Eva, his brows pushed together, then at Kjersti, who will not
re-meet his eyes, and back at Eva, who walks out of the restaurant, arms flying. What did you
say to her? He asks.
Kjersti’s eyes are full of tears. She wipes at her cheeks and looks the other way.
Carol shakes his head and watches out the window.
Eva yanks on the door handle of the car; but when the door doesn’t open, she attacks the
car with flailing arms, then folds her arms against it, and buries her head between her elbows.
Her back lurches with every certain cry. The sleet has stopped. The sun is out, its rays
brightening the magnificent highlands all about her.
Excuse me, please, Kjersti says. She sniffles, crosses her fork and knife over the center of
her plate, and lifts her purse. Carol slides out of his seat, dropping Kjersti. She scoots out and
strides toward the bathroom.
When Carol sits down again, the seat cushion tears the length of it. He stands up and
nearly knocks the servitor to the floor as she approaches. She looks at the seat and eyes Carol
warily while placing the bill with uncertainty on the table beside him. She then passes to another
table. Carol signs the receipt without indicating a tip, gathers the remaining food into a single
napkin, and leaves the restaurant.
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In the window, Eva sinks to the ground with her back to the car, her face contorted with
uncontrollable emotion.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
~ Reconciliation ~

It is fall in Norway. A beautiful time to be alive. The peaks are snowcapped. Trees are
holding out their last colors: red, green—gold. The air is curt; the days, noticeably shorter.
Storms roll in. Sunlight slices through tempestuous clouds. The landscape and weather change
dramatically from day to day as the midnight sun gives way to polar night.
The car slows. Eva rises in the backseat. She sees her home. She is home. Eva hasn’t
spoken to either of her grandparents since the restaurant. When Carol and Kjersti had come
outside, Eva was lying in a senseless heap beside the rear passenger tire. Kjersti couldn’t bear to
look at her granddaughter as Carol carefully gathered her limp form off the ground, opened the
door, and laid her gently on the backseat; she just stood beside her door and waited for Carol to
open it, trying not to go to pieces herself. She held her purse close to her with her chin stretched
as though she had strained a muscle in her neck and couldn’t move her head in any direction
without a severe amount of pain. Eva lay like a lifeless lump in the backseat the rest of the way
home. Deep in the night, she caught glimpses of the Northern Lights quavering in the sky in the
window above her and in the dark and lonely quiet of the car-hold felt the swaying motion of the
ferry as they crossed the sea. She lay without moving, hardly breathing.
Now, she sits up. Her hair is in an awful state; part of it defies gravity, lifting out away
from her head in a wild direction, as though she had ratted her hair into a terrible frenzy and
sprayed it stiff. She scrubs her cheek which is heavily lined with the marks of a face mashed for
many hours over a twisted seatbelt strap and massages her red, misshapen ear. Her earring is
missing. She feels her other ear. The earring there is still secure. Panic-stricken, she glances

188

around for the missing one. The opal stone is lying on the floor below her. She picks it up with
an air of relief and pushes it into the pocket of her cardigan. She aches all over, stretches
profoundly, throwing out her chest, but her ache only increases. She slumps and stares headlong
through the front windshield.
The car stops. The engine cuts. Her grandfather exits the car followed by her
grandmother, who doesn’t wait this time for her door to be opened. Both doors shut at the same
time. The trunk rises behind Eva’s head. Carol pulls out their bags. Eva crawls to her door and
opens it. The air is cold. She shivers and wraps her cardigan closer around her. Carol follows
Kjersti into the house at a distance. Eva steps out of the car and pushes her door shut.
Eva throws herself onto her bed in her room and cuddles a pillow. Her suitcase stands
upright beside her nightstand. She doesn’t know how to speak to her grandparents. She doesn’t
know what to tell them. All they know are pieces of the story. They have no idea what she
knows, and Eva doesn’t know how she can tell them, if at all. It’s all too confusing and messed
up to make any sense of it. Trying to tell anyone else, trying to confide in anyone, would only
complicate matters more than they have already been complicated. The problem is that the
snatches they do know about her trip are certain to rouse their curiosity and result in a flood of
prying questions just as soon as the waters have calmed. Eva is certain of it.
Part of her wishes she had never gone on her trip to begin with. She hates herself for
fighting with Mormor, wishes she had called her when she was in the United States. Had she
done so she could have controlled what Mormor knew; but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She couldn’t
do it, couldn’t bring herself to answer her phone or call her back. Just thinking of talking to
Mormor felt like an intrusion on what she was trying to accomplish and she didn’t have the
energy to think up a lie that would truly satisfy her. Mormor would have kept asking questions
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until Eva cracked and finally spilled everything. She was never good at lying. Mormor had
always caught her at it. She once said that Eva’s right ear always turned red and that she got a
coarse quiver in her throat when she lied. Stiff. That was it. When she lied, she went stiff. She
stood stiff and talked stiff. Then out would come Mormor’s spoon and her ears would turn as red
as pine berries and that was the end of that. She knew she would have to make up a story about
what she was doing there, but she couldn’t think of anything to make up then and still can’t now
and doesn’t know why she had gone to the United States in the first place!
No, she does know why, but she just doesn’t want to think about that right now.
The moment Mormor had said that Isabel had told on her, she was crushed. Aunt Isabel
had betrayed her trust. Eva was furious. How could she have done that! She knew better than to
divulge what she was up to. She had promised. She made a mess of everything. But how can she
blame Aunt Isabel. It was her own fault for not calling or answering her phone. If she had,
Mormor would have found out anyway; then at least she might have spared Aunt Isabel from
Mormor’s wrath. So whose fault was it really, hers or Aunt Isabel’s?
Poor Aunt Isabel. Who wouldn’t have cracked under Mormor’s pressure? Deep down she
knows she can’t blame her, although she wants to. She should punish her for what she did, but
she knows it would be wrong.
She can only imagine how Aunt Isabel felt about breaking her trust, which is probably
why she suggested going to the Fair. She was more interested in the food than she was in those
sheepdog trials. She did eat both deep-fried Oreos and the second half of Eva’s chilly-dog. Guilt
food. It happens.
It is all such a disaster, Eva can’t even think straight. All she wanted was to know why
Bane killed her father, but what she learned she hadn’t expected in the slightest and doesn’t
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know what to make of it. Most of what Bane said about her parents she had never heard before.
Her grandparents had told her some things about her parents, but what little Mormor and
Bestefar knew about them was just that—little. How could it be otherwise living so long apart
and half-a-world away? Eva hung on every word Bane said. She was enthralled by his story. She
wanted to know. And then he spun a twist in the story that was so unexpected Eva had to fight to
keep her composure. She was determined not to show any sign that what he had said had any
effect on her at all, but she was absolutely stunned by it—she couldn’t have been more jolted if
one of the guards had shot her with a stun gun—but didn’t show it. She wouldn’t show it. She
just sat there, steely-faced, trying to act like it didn’t mean anything to her.
Her visit to the doctor’s clinic was inconclusive. First of all, the doctor who used to work
at the clinic was gone, had been for nine years, and the records he had kept were no longer there.
All that the secretary could find was an entry in a dusty old logbook of sign-in sheets tucked
behind some boxes on a shelf in a backroom that showed Bane had visited. He had signed his
name to it. Eva studied the loopy, unsteady writing. He wrote as if he were illiterate—but then,
so does every man. All she learned was that Bane had been there, like he said, nothing else.
Consequently, she has no idea whether or not Bane’s story is actually true. But the possibility of
it being true is enough to throw her into agonizing torment. Much of what he said seemed to
make sense, seemed to be right. He provided an accurate description of her grandparents and of
the house.
Eva looks at her bed. She touches the quilt. It is weird for her to think that Bane once
slept in her bed. She turns over not wanting to think about it, trying to forget it. But she can’t.
She can’t stop wondering if Bane was really telling the truth. But then, Mormor had said it was
Bane who had caused the wreck, not stood by as an innocent witness like he had let on; and if
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Mormor’s story was true, then it is possible that Bane was lying about everything. Who else
would know? Only her parents—Cara for certain, Travis maybe. Perhaps there is a police report?
How long do they keep police reports?
She tells herself she should just stop thinking about it, stop trying to find out, stop
questioning. But if Bane’s story was true, why would Mormor lay the blame to Bane? Maybe she
hates him. Maybe she just wants Eva to keep away from him and telling her it was his fault is her
way of creating that doubt and distrust. Maybe Bane was telling the truth! But whose story can
she trust, Bane’s or Mormor’s?
Given their motives, maybe she can’t trust either of them. People’s versions of events are
always so trapped in personal agenda or skewed by emotional involvement it makes it hard, if
not impossible, to know who is telling the truth. Eva is so conflicted she doesn’t know what to
think, or what to do, or where to go from here. She is certain there is some truth in both of their
stories—Mormor’s as well as Bane’s—but how much or how little is another matter altogether
and it makes her sick in the stomach just thinking about it, though she can’t get it out of her head
no matter how she tries, and if she could but lie there and die and be done with it, fine, all the
better! but she can’t.
She is going to have to face Mormor sometime—better later than sooner—but the hour of
reckoning will come and she doesn’t know what she will say to her or how she will apologize if
she should apologize at all. She shouldn’t have fought with Mormor; she should have remained
calm; but Mormor knows exactly how to get under her skin when she wants to; it makes Eva
even madder thinking about it; she is so mad she is ready to upset her mattress and throw
everything on the floor and never look back; she could slap her for butting into her personal
affairs. Why can’t Mormor leave well enough alone? But, no, she has to find out every detail and
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know everything that goes on, and if she doesn’t she makes life miserable until she does. That is
Mormor.
Eva strikes her pillow with the flat of her hand. Why did all of this have to happen? Why!
She didn’t have to know. She just had to know the truth, and where did her search for the truth
get her? In a worse position than if she had just let it alone, if she had never known at all. But
what is the point of living if you don’t know the truth? She would never have been able to rest
until she found out why and maybe that makes her just like Mormor.
She regrets going to the United States. She regrets meeting Bane. She regrets placing
Aunt Isabel in a position that forced her to compromise her trust. She wishes Mormor hadn’t
meddled.
Why did she have to meddle? Why couldn’t she let it go? Why did she have to know?
Why did she have to interfere in what she was better off not knowing? She hates that she is just
like her.
She throws her pillow at the wall and screams into her quilt and hits it repeatedly with her
fist when she is suddenly interrupted by a soft knock at her open door. Eva stops, her face still
buried in her quilt. She turns her head. Carol is standing in the doorway. He looks suddenly
uncertain as though he had running through his head a whole paragraph of things he wanted to
say but had abruptly thought the better of it.
Maybe I ought to come back, he says.
Eva’s eyes well up and she nods.
Carol turns around awkwardly and walks away, boots clunking along the floor.
Eva stands and pushes her door shut with a faint click and casts herself onto her bed in a
state of irreparable disgrace.
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The next morning comes clear and cold as the distant sun breaks upon the arctic world.
Birds shiver and gossip away the morning. A thread of light pierces each south-facing window in
the house. The kitchen smells of hotcakes and sausage and eggs. Eva comes out of her hole and
wanders down the hallway with her palm plastered to her left brow. She rubs her head as she
emerges on the kitchen. Mormor stands at the stove with her splintered wooden spoon poking out
of the pocket of her apron. She turns around, catches a glimpse of Eva cuddling the corner of the
wall, makes a plate of food for her, slides it onto the table, and returns to her work without
saying a word.
Eva stares at her back and timidly enters and sits down. Mormor moves to the kitchen
sink, rinses her hand, and draws out her spoon. She stirs the contents of a pot, taps the lip, and
approaches the refrigerator. She opens it (her spoon crushed at an awkward angle between her
hand and the door handle), draws the milk out, pours a glass, sets it gently on the table beside
Eva, closes the refrigerator again, and returns to the stove.
Eva looks at the glass, looks her grandmother in the back again for some time, and finally
lifts a fork. She eats slowly, quietly. Sausages sizzle. She looks out the window. Her grandfather
crosses the yard in a gray turtleneck and red scarf. The kitchen door opens and he kicks his frost
bitten boots against the door jam and closes the door behind him. The draft intrudes through the
kitchen. Eva trembles.
Carol takes off his scarf and hangs it on a peg beside the door. Kjersti points at his boots
with her spoon and looks him sternly in the face. Carol’s chest falls as he rips at his bootlaces,
widens them, and tugs his boots off. He sets them beside the door. A few wet dirt tracks mark the
floor as a result of his initial inattention. Although he doesn’t seem to notice them, Kjersti does;
and as Carol sits at the table, she kneels toward the floor and wipes away the dirt with a rag and
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then sets a plate down in front of him. Carol looks down at the floor absentmindedly and takes
up his fork and knife. He takes his first bite, and stops when he notices Eva. He pauses only
briefly before his jaws engulf his fork. Kjersti lays her spoon down, wipes her hands in her
apron, places a plate and glass lightly on the table on the other side of Eva, sits down, and begins
to eat. Carol glances between Kjersti and Eva. Kjersti glances back at him and then at Eva. Eva
doesn’t look at either of them. Her head is down. She takes a bite. Kjersti lifts her glass to her
mouth and glances again at Carol.
Thank you for taking care of my lamb, Eva says.
Carol stops with his fork in his mouth. He follows through with his bite. You’re
welcome, he says.
Well, isn’t it a lovely morning, Kjersti says.
Eva looks out the kitchen window. The neighbor’s dog is chasing two horses in the
adjacent field. A plane flies overhead with its jet stream stretching across a cold blue sky. Eva
drops her fork and begins to cry. Kjersti takes Eva by the hand and looks at Carol as though she,
too, is about to burst into tears. Carol stands, pushing back his chair. His abrupt movement
prompts the same reaction from both Eva and Kjersti. Kjersti hugs Eva and Carol wraps them
both in his arms.
I am sorry. I am so sorry, Eva says, hugging her grandparents back.
Kjersti wipes away Eva’s tears with her apron.
I don’t know how I can go on without telling you.
You don’t have to tell us anything, Kjersti says.
So I take it you are not planning on going to school in the States after all, Carol says.
Eva laughs. School! She laughs again. No, no I am not, Bestefar.
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Kjersti frowns at him through a smile.
Good, he says. You really had us worried there for a while.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
~ Compound with Clay ~

Eva swivels in her plush office chair with a cellphone pressed to her ear, crosses her legs,
and stares across the Dallas skyline through her wall of windows. She is in a corner office on the
fifteenth floor. A maroon mug with white letters on the desk behind her reads: Jackson, Bradley,
Phillips Law Firm, PLLC.
What time did he pass? she asks.
She nods, clutching her favored fountain pen between her thumb and index finger.
Did he say anything?
She glances at a short scar stenciled along her kneecap. Her hand slides to the end of her
dress skirt, and she instinctively tugs it toward her knee, but it does not move.
So, what now? Will you send him to the mortician or is that something I will have to
work out?
The crinkles at the sides of her eyes deepen.
I have the power of attorney. All the legal paperwork is right here.
She turns and touches a folder lying on a stack of papers on the side of her dark wood
desk.
All right then. I will be there on Tuesday. Do you have the number of the mortician?
She awkwardly holds the phone between her ear and shoulder, leans into her desk, and
scribbles a number on the corner of a ruled notepad.
I just have one other question, she says, when she has finished writing. How did he die?
Eva’s pen pauses.
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Should I see the pathologist before I meet with the mortician? No?
She nods again.
That sounds fine. I appreciate the call.
Eva lays her pen down and slowly hangs up the phone, stares at her desk, and finally
stands and wanders to the window. The light catches her metallic accent dress suit and opal
earrings. She plants a hand on the back of her hip. Although her face is chiseled and beautiful,
she is noticeably older now, careworn with life’s responsibilities. Her hair, still as rich and thick
as it ever was, is now light brown, braided with a couple white strands, tied back in a French
twist.
The call-waiting light blinks red from the landline on her desk. But Eva does not notice it.
She is thinking about Bane. Beyond the towers of concrete that compete for the sky around her,
the Trinity River cuts through Greenbelt Park. The park twists on endlessly before her; it is fall
and many of the trees along the river are beginning to turn yellow, some red. If she cancels all
her appointments next week, she can book a flight for Monday and be in Idaho on Monday night.
Eva considers the potential cost of last minute airfare. Maybe she can put it on the company bill.
Bane is, after all, her client. It is going to be an interesting week next week. She will need to
book her hotel in advance. She ought to book her hotel tonight.
There is a soft knock at the door.
If she takes a flight, though, she will be left without a vehicle. She does not want to rent a
car, or a cab for that matter. Maybe she will drive to Idaho instead. She considers the time it will
take. She will have to go up through Denver and across Wyoming. A three day trip. Miles of
open countryside. Top down. Wind whipping through her hair. Eva looks at the calendar on her
phone. Why not?
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There is another soft knock at the door.

She will have to call Tom though, let him know she will be out of town for the week.
That means they will have to put some of their preparations on hold. Eva debates with herself. So
it will be an extra week; what does it matter? They have been dating six years. Long courtship,
short engagement—that was the way she was brought up by her grandparents—but what is one
more week? She smiles. It will only make Tom more eager.
Eva first crossed paths with Tom outside the institute building in her last year of law
school. When Tom saw Eva for the first time, he could not take his eyes off her and flipped over
the courtyard bench. Eva saw his legs go into the air and watched him tumble to the ground. She
laughed in spite of herself and covered her mouth and ran to help him up. He was in a terrible
state with his legs thrown over his head, his shirt tail tossed up his back, and his trousers flocked
with grass and leaves. Tom went the shade of an apple as he recovered himself and rose to his
feet. He brushed himself off and apologized for his obvious lack of foresight.
Eva insisted it could have happened to anybody and extended her hand. Tom took it, his
eyes locked on hers. Eva was captured by his stare; but try as she might, she could not force back
the flutter that coursed her ribs. This was one man she could not shake off even if she wanted to.
Tom apologized again for his blunder and asked if she wanted to go on a pizza and eat some
date. Eva laughed and told him that she had never gone on a pizza before but thought it might be
exciting. Tom’s cheeks appled again; nevertheless, he insisted that dates were delicious.
Tom’s mother, Winsome, has been invaluable in helping them out with the arrangements,
not too invasive or opinionated—nothing like Mormor—but certainly involved enough to help
things go smoothly. She went shopping with Eva, helped her decide on a dress, helped her
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choose a cake, helped her figure out her flowers—everything a woman normally would have to
fight to keep her future mother-in-law from meddling in. They were needs she was quick and
gracious enough to see and to fill, for which Eva is deeply grateful. Through it all they have
become quite good friends—a rarity, Eva has been told.
Winsome has assuaged the parental void in Eva’s life with open arms ever since the
passing of her grandparents. Both died last year, within two weeks of each other. It was the first
time Eva took Tom to Norway. She still owns the house and property there, decided to hold on to
it as a vacation home. She and Tom are planning to use it for their honeymoon. Eva has so many
things she wants him to see that she never got the chance to show him last time with all the fuss
of extended family, the funeral, and the both of them needing to get back to work.
There is another knock at the door, this time a little harder.
Come in, she says.
The door opens and a young man in a checkered dress shirt pushes his head into the
room. You’re clients are here.
Send them in, she says.
She will take the Mustang. It will be good to get out, to get away for a while, to visit her
parents’ graves before she ties the knot. Eva dials Tom’s number.

Eva drives home not paying any attention to traffic. Her eyes are on the road in front of
her, but her mind is in Idaho.

Eva clicks off the speaker phone and holds the phone to her ear.
I need you to transport him to Idaho Falls, she says.
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She is standing in her kitchen in a cardigan that covers her hands. All the lights are on
and the table is littered with papers.
Yes, Idaho Falls. Do you have the name of the mortician there?
She turns around and finds a pen on the table and writes a number on the palm of her
hand.
What is your estimate on the time it will take?
She takes an orange from a bowl in the middle of the table and begins to peal it.
That soon.
She places the orange on the table.
Thank you.
She hangs up and dials again.
Hello, my name is Eva. I have a client who is going to be transported to your location. I
am going to be up there on Monday.
She sits down on a chair.
His name is Banét, Banét Jackson.
She picks up her orange and begins to peel the rest of it.
I am his attorney. Yes. The mortician in Boise said he would be transporting him to you
over the weekend.
She is silent.
That’s right. When can I meet with you?
Eva tosses the peels onto the table.
I will plan on that time then. Thank you very much.
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She hangs up, sets her phone down, and pulls her peeled orange in half. She has just split
her orange into slices when she is interrupted by the music on her phone. She looks at the name
on the caller ID and picks it up.
Tom, did you get my message?
She takes a bite of orange.
It will only be a week.
She smiles.
I love you, too.
She lifts her feet onto her chair and tucks her knees against her chest.
It’s my client Banét.
She twists a thread from the sleeve of her cardigan around her forefinger, releases it,
slides her hand from her sleeve, and takes another slice of orange.
No, it can’t wait.
She pauses.
He died. I have to take care of this.
She laughs.
If they did that, he might rot.
She takes a bite.
Don’t be ridiculous.
She laughs again.
You can wait.
She shakes her head.
I love you too. Tell your mom thanks for the idea on the napkins.
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She smiles.
That is nice of you to ask, but no, I will take Birdy with me. I could use the company.
Eva’s golden retriever wanders in at the sound of his name and lays his head on Eva’s
knee.
You can’t leave work. You know that, she says. Eva scratches Birdy’s head. Besides,
we’ll be giving each other lots of company in a few short weeks.
Eva tugs on Birdy’s ear.
Love you, too. Hugs and kisses.
She hangs up the phone and jostles Birdy’s jowls. You ready to take a trip? Yes, you’re a
good dog, aren’t you? she says in a rough voice, her chin stretched toward his muzzle. She
releases his face and looks over her messy table, rolls her eyes, pushes a lock of hair away from
her face, and reaches to gather her orange peels.

Eva sits across the desk from the mortician. The mortician draws a cream-colored folder
from the cabinet behind him, lays it on his desk, and opens it. He riffles through the forms and
scribbled-on pages. The place feels clinical, as though everything in it has been washed with a
mixture of disease and cleanser. Eva keeps her hands in her lap, not wanting to touch even the
arms of her chair. The florescent lights drain the blood from her face.
According to the pathologist, the mortician says, he died of an acute myocardial
infarction.
An acute what?
A heart attack.
What kind of heart attack?
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He indicates here it was caused by a myocardial rupture.
Eva waits for his explanation.
A myocardial rupture is a laceration or tear in either the ventricle or atrium wall. In this
case it was his ventricle, which is the reason for the pattern of blood flow just outside the
lacerated area.
I don’t understand.
The mortician takes a deep breath and looks at Eva. He died of a broken heart.
Eva stares back.
Would you prefer to view the body?
I can see his body?
Certainly.
The mortician rises from his desk, followed closely by Eva. He adjusts his white lab coat
and extends his hand, allowing Eva to exit the office first. He leads her to another room, a cold
room, a room more clinical than the first. Eva folds her arms as the mortician wheels a transfer
unit to a two tiered storage wall with six metal drawers. The body preservation unit. He opens
the first drawer, rolls the body tray onto the transfer table, and pulls back the white covering.
Bane lays on the tray like a statue, his arms to his sides, his skin plasticized, stiff,
bloodless. He lies as though he is alive, yet he is not alive. He is a stone figure, carved with
perfect detail in the form of a wrinkled old man. His eyes are closed. He is so lifelike Eva
expects him to open his eyes any second, expects him to wake, expects him to move his hand, to
stir, to do anything but lay their completely hard and still. But though his body lies before her,
there is no life in it. He is a figure of frozen flesh, a hardened mold, a chiseled face of humantinted rock.
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Would you like to view our selection of caskets? he asks.
Eva jumps. What? She looks wildly at the mortician.
Our caskets—would you like to see them? he asks again.
Eva nods, staring back at Bane.
The mortician recovers him, rolls him back into the preservation unit, and closes the
metal door.
Though the mortician continues to speak as they move from storage room to show room,
Eva doesn’t pay any attention to what he says. She does not listen when he points out their
selection of caskets, does not hear him when he lists their various qualities, utility, or aesthetics.
She is thinking of Bane, lying as straight as a board, thinking of his heart attack, thinking of the
blood that drained from his heart, from his body, thinking of that life force that no longer
connects the living with life, that no longer connects the living with those left behind, whose life
still flows freely through them.
Mortality is short, the separation of death as real as dirt; yet the living still live on; the
dead die no more. It is blood that connects them, blood that separates them. Is blood not as much
the reason for death as it is for life?
But what of spirit?
Eva knows where his spirit is. He has been released from one hell, only to enter another.
But can she know that for sure? What does she believe? Is there hope for Bane? Will he be freed
from his torture at last? Will there be a space for him in paradise? What does he deserve?
When Eva graduated from school, she phoned Bane and offered to represent him. From
the way he had framed his story, Eva came to recognize that Bane had, in some way, been
special to her parents—undoubtedly, they had been special to him—but though she could not
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know it for absolute certain, it was, nevertheless, an odd turn of circumstances, perhaps the result
of Divine intervention, that Bane, in his own way, became special to her as well. He was the
closest living connection she had to her parents; and she felt it, stronger than ever.
Acting as Bane’s attorney was Eva’s way of coming to terms with the fact that Bane was
part of her family and that she could not let him go. If nothing else, Bane, she felt, deserved her
pity.
Bane, on the other hand, told her he did not want to go to court, said he did not want to
retry his case. He said he deserved to rot in jail; and in jail he would rot until the day he died.
Eva could not convince him otherwise. Nevertheless, Bane accepted her legal services; and as a
result, it became a reason for them to keep in contact. Though they had only spoken a handful of
times since, never did they readdress the subject of Travis or Cara; their interactions mainly
involved their client-attorney relationship, their conversations revolving within the sphere of
formalities and legalities, except the occasional incident in which Eva would ask Bane about any
new books he had read to which he would recount his intellectual adventures among such minds
as William Shakespeare, John Locke, René Descartes, Daniel Defoe, or Alexander Pope.
Eva is so lost in thought that she is startled off her feet when the mortician asks her which
lacquered box she likes best and nearly collides with the closest casket. She looks at the
mortician, who looks back at her undecidedly, and points at the box beneath her elbow. The
mortician extends a pair of defeated hands as his attempt to sell their most expensive item is
washed away. In accidental triumph, Eva has chosen the least expensive casket, a rectangular
box of rough-milled lumber, held together by sixteen-penny nails. It is the first time the
mortician has ever seen anyone choose this casket, its only purpose being to persuade customers
to buy a more suitable and obviously dignified form of burial for their beloved relatives.
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The mortician does not even know what to say. Are you sure? he asks.
Positive, Eva says, not even looking at the box. So, is that it?
The mortician stares at her in disbelief.
I presume you’ll take care of transporting my client to the cemetery.
The mortician stares at the box, his face contorted at the sight of it.
Do I need to make payment now or later?
What does it matter? the mortician says.
All right then, well, I have to meet with the grounds manager; I will see your people at
the cemetery in two days.
The mortician’s nod is barely noticeable.
Eva reaches to shake his hand. Thank you for your help, she says. The mortician’s return
shake is feeble. Eva, turning to leave, glances oddly at the mortician, who is now staring
absentmindedly at the casket in front of him as though he expects it to somehow roll off the shelf
on its own, and finally exits the mortuary.

Eva’s reflection expands in the glass of the cemetery office door. She takes the handle
and enters. She pauses in the entrance, looking around. The lobby is richly furnished with oak
tables and cushy sofas and there is a brass star on the wall. A fan rotates overhead, and a fly
buzzes in the corner of the window. Birdy scuttles in around her leg. His claws tick and clatter on
the hardwood floor. The grounds manager comes out of his office to greet her, shakes her hand,
and asks how he can help her, but when he sees Birdy he says, I am sorry, Ma’am, but no dogs
are allowed inside.
I am here to buy a plot for my client, Eva says.
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Why don’t we have a walk around outside? the manager suggests. I’ll show you the
cemetery and you can tell me what you are looking for.
Do I need to leash him? Eva asks, beckoning Birdy with a slap to her thigh. Birdy doesn’t
move. He is sniffing the table leg.
No. He’ll be fine outside, so long as he doesn’t defecate on one of our headstones. The
office manager motions toward the door and opens it.
Come on, Birdy, Eva says. She slaps her thigh again, and Birdy dashes through the door
in front of her.
The grounds manager follows Eva out. So you would like to buy interment rights, he
says, locking the office door. What exactly are you looking for?
I would like to have my client buried beside my parents, Eva says.
And who are your parents?
Travis and Cara Phillips.
Ah, yes, Phillips. And your name is?
Eva, she says.
Nice to meet you.
They shake hands.
They are only a few rows down, the manager says. Let’s take a walk that way, shall we?
Eva walks through the cemetery with the grounds manager. Birdy runs loose beside them.
What kind of stone are you thinking of? he asks as they pass a row of headstones.
I hadn’t thought about that. What kind of stones do you have?
We have grass markers, pillow stones, headstones, ledgers.
What is the difference?
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That all depends on what you want. Is your client living or deceased?
He’s deceased.
What is your client’s name?
Banét Jackson.
Banét Jackson, the manager says. He repeats the name to himself.
They walk on in silence and finally turn down the eighth row, just before a middle
section of road that cuts through the cemetery. Birdy follows them, weaving in and out of the
stones. He lifts his leg at one of them. The manager winces at the action but doesn’t mention it to
Eva.
I’ve heard that name before, he says. Where have I heard that name before?
Eva looks at him.
Banét, Banét. Now, I remember. That was the name of the man who murdered Mr.
Phillips. The manager stops and looks strangely at Eva. Who did you say you were again?
The Phillips’s daughter.
Daughter?
I am. How did you know he killed my father?
What line of work did you say you were in?
I’m an attorney.
And you represent your father’s murderer?
I do, but how did you know—
We make it a point to know as much as we can about our guests. I read about your
father’s death in the paper. And you want this Banét Jackson buried by your parents?
Eva nods.
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How?
How do I want him buried by my parents?
How did you come to represent the man who killed your father?
It’s a long story. —Birdy! she calls. Stay close, boy. Birdy trots toward her and hugs the
side of her leg with his head tilted back and his tongue hanging out. Eva rubs the side of his
head.
The manager glances at her dog.
What were your options on stones again? Eva asks.
If the truth be told, we don’t actually have any available plots beside your parents.
You don’t?
Already sold—every plot in this entire section.
You mean you don’t have any space close to them at all.
Not a single one.
Are you kidding me?
See for yourself, the manager points at her parents’ graves. Their separate headstones are
positioned along the middle road near the end of the row where the middle and perimeter roads
meet. At the end of the row there are some tall bushes and three graves back there is a tree, both
east and west of her parents’ graves.
Eva looks down. Her eyes scan the area. What about that empty space there?
Interment rights have already been purchased.
What about here? She points.
Sold here, too.
How do I know you are not just making that up?
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I can show you the paperwork if you’d like.
Eva shakes her head.
I understand your disappointment. This is a very nice location, right along the middle
road. We call these easy access plots, quite popular with many of our guests, and quite
expensive. One of the worst places to be buried but frankly the cheapest are those locations along
a high thoroughfare or near the roots of a tree. Sometimes a tree’s roots will upset a casket,
leaving both our guests and their living relatives in a bit of an upheaval, but you get what you
pay for, if you know what I mean. Most people want to be buried in a good place, not heavily
trafficked but easy to get to, which makes a location like this highly ideal. There are some more
of them at the end of the next section if you’d like me to show you.
You don’t think I should bury him by my parents, do you?
The manager pauses at such an awkward question. Not really, he finally admits. Even if
there was a space available next to them, do you really think it would be a good idea? Think
about it: here lies Mr. Phillips and here lies Banét Jackson, the man who murdered Mr. Phillips.
It wouldn’t be good for the cemetery’s image, I can tell you that. May the dead rest in peace; the
less drama we have around here the better.
So you’re saying you do have available spaces; you just don’t want to sell any because
my client happens to be the man who killed my father?
I am not saying I am not willing to sell you an available space. These spaces have already
been purchased.
But I don’t want him to be buried on the other side of the cemetery. I want him buried
right here by my parents.
The manager looks down and rubs his neck. I don’t know what to tell you.
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Eva looks at the empty space beside her parents’ headstones. Whatever you’ve been
offered for this plot right next to them, she points, I will triple it.
I can’t do that; you should know that; you’re an attorney.
I do know that, and I could win it in court.
Now, now, there is no need for threats.
Who is threatening anyone?
Well, now, if you are that insistent, I suppose we could work something out.
So you’re telling me you do have a space available.
No, there isn’t any available spaces, but, well, let me see now. The man glances around
him. I don’t know. It wouldn’t be the best idea; still, it’s an idea.
What is an idea?
An idea is something generated in one’s head, like a mental picture, you know—
Eva appears nonplused.
Just a little joke, he says. Sorry, he says. The manager looks away awkwardly, walks
behind her parents’ gravestones, stands back, eyes the distance between them. His mouth moves.
It might work, he says at last. At least, it’s a solution.
I don’t follow you.
The manager squints at the ground, nods as though he has just made up his mind, and
looks at Eva. Well, since there are no available plots in the immediate vicinity, the only option
would be to bury him right here between your parents.
Between them! I don’t like that idea at all.
The manager looks at her. I am not saying it is a good idea, but it’s still an idea, that is, if
you insist on having him buried beside your parents.
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I don’t like it.
Well, there is always the option of burying him on the far side.
I don’t like that either.
The manager extends his hands. What do you want me to tell you? It’s one or the other
option.
Eva shakes her head.
I recognize this is not exactly what you wanted, but I’ll leave you to think it over; and if
you come to a decision, I’ll be in the office. You know where to find me. The grounds manager
walks away.
Eva sits on the grass beside her parents’ graves. She touches her mother’s stone and looks
over the graveyard at the empty spaces on the other side of the road. The sun is falling in the
western sky and the shadow of the tree three graves down is stretching toward her. The manager
was right. This is a good location. No doubt Mormor and Bestefar paid a heavy price for it. Eva
plucks a blade of grass and rips it in half. She is torn over her lack of options. She should have
thought about all of this years ago, but it never occurred to her until Bane died. His death
happened so suddenly, it caught her completely by surprise and unprepared. It’s a mess. The
whole thing is a terrible mess. She has no idea what she is going to do now. No idea at all.
Birdy approaches and lies down at her feet. Eva reaches over and strokes his back. She
runs her fingers through his golden locks. Squeezes and releases. Squeezes and releases. Birdy’s
brows repeatedly dart up as he watches her face, as though he is not certain what to make of her
kneading action. His head snaps up at a swooping bird; he watches a squirrel scamper down from
the nearby tree and across the middle road; he lays his head down in the grass again. Eva sees the
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squirrel, too. She looks at the road, looks at Birdy, and suddenly shouts, that it! She stands up.
Birdy rises with her.
Hey you! she shouts at the grounds manager. She can’t remember his name, if he ever
told her his name. The manager doesn’t hear her. He is already three rows up on the opposite
side of this section. Hey! Eva shouts again, cupping her mouth. He still doesn’t hear her. Eva
starts after him, shouting at him all the way until she is only two rows behind him.
The manager turns around, squints, and stops. Are you calling me?
Eva tries to speak, but she is out of breath. She leans over, catching at the stitch in her
chest, and raises a finger. I have—an idea, she says. Bury him—under—the road.
What?
Bury him under—
I heard you. But bury him under the road! We don’t have a policy for that.
Why not?
It’s never been brought up before.
You said there aren’t any plots beside my parents; then why can’t we bury him at their
feet beneath the road?
The road doesn’t—the road doesn’t qualify as an actual plot. It would take a whole lot of
extra-legal paperwork to swing an exception like that, not to mention the meeting I’ll have to
have about it with my boss.
Whatever the cost is, I’ll cover it, Eva says.
Well, say we did it—we’d have to jackhammer out the asphalt, close down the road for a
day and a half; it could inconvenience some of our visitors.
It’s a day and a half, Eva says.
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It’d cost a fair bit to re-asphalt the road.
Why not pour cement there instead?
Well, now, cement would be better. Come to think of it, the road has been starting to
break up there the last couple of years. If we plan it right, we could use the new pour to tie the
two sections of road together with a gutter. That way we could get better water flow in that area
so we wouldn’t have the water our visitors have complained about pooling in the corners. The
only problem is: do you want your client to be buried in a place he’ll constantly be driven over?
I do not think he will care much about that. I think he will be fine, so long as he is near
my parents.
We’ll have to charge you for a ledger to cover the cost of the cement. We couldn’t put a
headstone there, maybe a grass marker.
Whatever works for me, Eva says. Birdy crowds Eva’s leg. She rubs his neck.
Well, now, that’s an idea, the manager says.
A perfect mental picture. Eva winks.
The grounds manager smiles and grunts.

On the day of the burial, Eva arrives at the cemetery in her Mustang. She drives past the
office. It is seven thirty in the morning. The sun has already emerged from the horizon. The
cemetery is open, but the office is closed until eight thirty. The manager will not be there until
that time. The funeral begins at nine. As she approaches her parents’ corner, Eva sees a cement
truck and three pickups scattered along the middle road. Six men in orange safety vests and
white hardhats sit on bumpers and tailgates eating breakfast burritos.
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Eva parks along the edge of the perimeter, cracks her windows, leaving Birdy in the car,
and steps out, holding a bouquet of white, purple, and yellow flowers. She is dressed in a blouse
and flowered skirt and her opal earrings dangle at either side of her neck.
A full section of road has been removed, leaving a square pad of dirt. In the middle of it
is a rectangular hole. Eva notices how thin the asphalt is, like gray skin on red flesh.
As she picks her way between the dirt pad and the bushes on the corner, careful not to get
her white heels dirty, one of the construction workers whistles at her. Eva looks up. The man’s
coworker backhands his chest and points and says something Eva can’t hear and the man who
whistled looks embarrassed and refocuses on his breakfast. He is the youngest man on the crew.
Maybe twenty years old. The rest of them look older than fifty. They all watch her as they eat
their burritos.
Eva eyes them cautiously as she approaches her parents’ graves. Clusters of small birds
chirp from the branches of nearby trees. Eva lays the flowers on her mother’s stone and stands
back. She reads her parents’ inscriptions on their separate headstones:

PHILLIPS
Travis Tyson
1966-1998
A Good Man
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In Loving Memory of
Our Beloved Daughter

Cara Bradley Phillips

Born 7 December 1970 – Died 2 December 1998
Aged 27 Years
Devoted Wife and Mother

Each corner of her mother’s stone is stenciled with loopy designs and stemorsblomst.
Eva considers the differences in her parents’ stones: Travis’s is plain; Cara’s, ornate; the
lettering on Travis’s, compact print; the lettering on Cara’s, broad cursive; Cara’s stone is even
slightly larger than Travis’s. Eva is almost certain Mormor played a dominant role in these
decisions. Eva’s grandparents would have buried both of them. According to Mormor, Travis’s
mother died before Eva was born, followed closely by Travis’s brother, who, she said, died of
cancer. It was a story Aunt Isabel, Eva’s only living relative on Travis’s side, confirmed.
Though Bestefar would have insisted that equal attention be given both of her parents,
Mormor, wanting to pay an affectionate tribute to her daughter, would have indulged her
daughter’s memory as much as she could without making it obvious that she wanted nothing to
do with her son-in-law or that she thought he was as much to blame as anyone for her daughter’s
death.
Eva stands there, thinking about her parents’ stones, until the hearse arrives. She looks at
her watch. It is eight fifteen. The hearse passes the grave site and stops with its backend in
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position. Not long afterward the grounds manager appears in a blue pinstriped suit followed by
two gravediggers with shovels over their shoulders. Just then the hearse doors open. Two men
exit the vehicle and meet at the back of it. It is the funeral director and his assistant.
The cemetery manager shakes Eva’s hand. Is there no one else coming? he asks.
Just me, Eva says.
What about your pallbearers?
What about them?
You are going to need more than two men to carry the casket; and what are they doing
here?
Eva looks back at the construction crew. You didn’t call them? she asks.
Of course I didn’t call them. Our secretary did, but she didn’t schedule them to come
until tomorrow. The grounds manager marches off. What are you all doing, and why is that truck
parked here? he demands as the crewmen hop from their tail gates.
The foreman approaches the grounds manager. He is large, at least a head taller than the
grounds manager, and heavy in the stomach. He adjusts his hardhat. We got an order for five
cubic yards, he says, pulling a folded carbon copy of a bill of sale from his top pocket.
Not today you don’t.
We sure do, the foreman says, unfolding the pink paper and holding it out to him.
The grounds manager refuses to take it. Can’t you see we have a funeral going on?
I can see that but our order specifically says—
You weren’t supposed to come until tomorrow.
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The foreman takes off his hardhat and scratches his balding head and replaces his hat; his
crew, mumbling between themselves. Listen, our order said today, he says, raising the pink
paper, but if you don’t want it, what do you want me to do with the mud we’ve got?
Get rid of it and get that truck out of here.
The foreman turns around and motions with his hand to the driver. All right, Jack, dump
it right over there.
Wait a minute. What do you think you’re doing?
You said get rid of it. We’ve got to dump this load somewhere. Our driver has another
job to pour before noon.
Don’t dump that junk here.
Where else do you want me to dump it? We can’t take it back.
The grounds manager is beside himself. He scrubs his mouth.
Wait a minute, Eva interrupts. She trots up beside them.
They both look back.
Sorry to interrupt, but I need a couple of extra pallbearers. Would any of you be willing
to fill in? The crewmen look at each other, some shrug; others, nod.
Hold on a minute, the grounds manager says to Eva, I told this fellow he can’t pour
today, but he insists on pouring his load anyway. He was about to pour it just over there and
drive out of here; but he does that and it is going to cost you a whole lot extra to clean it up.
What do you want him to do?
Eva looks at the foreman, who glances at his watch. She looks at the crew standing
around waiting. She looks at the grounds manager, who looks perplexed beyond reasonable
expression. Why don’t we bury him now and have them start pouring right away? she says.
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Are you okay with that?
If these men are willing to give me a hand, I don’t see any point in making their job any
harder than it has to be.
Fair enough, the foreman says, jamming his pink paper back in his top pocket. Show us
where you want us.
Eva starts off followed by seven men. When they reach the back of the hearse, Eva tells
them to do whatever the funeral director says.
All right, the funeral director says. I need four men on each side.
Is this a coffin? Where are the handlebars?
There aren’t any. The funeral director glances briefly at Eva. This is going to be a bit
tricky, so what we need to do is each man take a side and all lift together. You will have to lift it
by the shoulder. You on the front—what is your name?
Jeffrey, the youngest man says.
Jeffrey, you and three more of you need to crouch down and wait for us to drag this box
to you.
Daniel, Walt, help Jeffy on the front side, the foreman says.
Right, Boss.
You, too, Jo.
Got it, Ron.
Didn’t know you’d be burying someone today, did you, Walt? Daniel says, smiling
broadly.
Shut it, Daniel. Just do as the man says and bend over.
You in place, Jo? Jeffrey asks.
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Right behind you.
The funeral director looks at the four men on the front and then at the two beside him.
We are going to need more bearers, he says. You two, he points at the gravediggers. Yes, you.
Put those shovels down and come over here and help.
Where do you need me? the grounds manager asks.
Just stand back. Lex, he says to his assistant, you take the back end. All right, now,
you’ve got to do this carefully. If the box tips too far backward or forward there won’t be any
way to stop it from falling. Keep it on your shoulders and hold the sides with your arms the best
you can. Pull it out nice and slow now.
The five men still standing pull the casket out until the back end is barely resting on the
hearse, set the front end on the shoulders of the men in front, and return to the back, but the
hearse is too low to allow any of them to get a good position under it. It is designed for caskets
with handlebars, not cheap wooden boxes. A handle-barred casket would be easier to slide out
and hold than this. The funeral director stands back to give them directions as the men on the
back hunch down.
You doing all right up there?
Peachy, José! Walt shouts back. Ready to lift it?
Not yet.
Well, hurry it up back there. My legs are starting to shake already.
José laughs.
All right men. On three. One, two…
Hold it! Jeffrey shouts.
We’re already holding it, Daniel says.
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I mean, stop.
What’s the matter? Ron asks.
I got a sliver.
Is that it? Ron shakes his head. Deal with it until we get this box in the ground. All right,
he barks. One, two, three!
All of them blow loudly as they lift the casket from a squat position.
You’re too tall, Jeffy. Lower, lower.
I can’t get any lower without bending my knees.
Bend your knees, then.
It’s sliding, Jo says.
It’s heavy, Jeffrey shouts. What’s in this box?
A dead body, what do you think?
Have some respect for the dead, will you! José says.
Which way are we going?
Carry it this way, the funeral director says. Steady, now. Steady. You are too low on the
back end.
We’re not too low. It’s Jeffy. He’s too high.
I can’t help it that I’m tall. Lift it higher on your end.
The men suck and blow as they muscle the casket toward the hole and stop.
Okay, now, lower it. Carefully, the funeral director says.
How?
What do you mean how?
How do you expect us to get this off of our shoulders?
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Who thought of carrying this box on our shoulders anyway?
The funeral director looks awkwardly at the ground.
This was a bad idea.
It would have been easier if we’d carried this casket at waist level like a stack of boards.
But we aren’t carrying no stack of boards. Have some respect for the dead, will you!
Just bring it down together, the funeral director says.
Together, all right everyone? Ron orders. Lower it on three, two…
Wait.
What is it, Jeffy?
Shouldn’t we get it over the hole first?
Why don’t you just set it down here and slide it onto the support, the funeral director
says.
What support!
Oh, the funeral director looks down. I forgot. Hold on a minute.
I am not holding on a minute longer, Daniel says. This beast is getting heavy.
We’ve got to get this box set down soon, one of the gravediggers says. My back is about
to give out.
Walk it around the hole then, Ron roars. Everybody move.
The nine men around the casket spit and grunt as they stretch around the hole.
The funeral director turns around. Careful! Careful!
Where are we at?
Keep it steady, the funeral director says. Lift the back up. It’s going to slide. You’re too
low on the front, now.
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Will you let us handle this? Ron shouts.
You’re going down to fast, Jeffy.
Walt, Daniel, steady it.
We’re trying.
The men huff and growl as the box descends on the hole.
Wait!
No.
Stop.
Lower it!
It’s sliding.
Somebody steady the back end.
It’s sliding.
I can’t hold it any longer.
The front end of the casket suddenly drops against the side of the hole.
It’s on my hand, Jeffrey screams. It’s on my hand.
Careful! the funeral director cries, his hands extended. If the front end falls in, we’ll
never get it out.
It’s on my hand.
The others set the back half of the box down.
Get him out from under there, Walt.
Where are your gloves? Walt asks.
Jeffrey lifts his slivered, bleeding hand.
Steady it. It’s going to give way, the funeral director warns.
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The box, Eva sees, is now perilously angled in the hole.
Who let go? Ron asks.
My back gave out, Jo says.
Every one of them is sweating.
Somebody, get a support line, the funeral director says.
Eva trots to the back of the hearse. What’s a support line?
That strap thing there. The funeral director points. Bring two over here, quick.
Eva runs back and trips on her heel in the dirt and twists her ankle. She limps to the
funeral director, who stretches the first line under the casket. Get around it; grab it, he says to the
grounds manager.
The grounds manager takes the cord on the other side and pulls it taut one second too
soon. The casket straightens and drops to the bottom with a sickening thud.
Each of their heads extends over the hole. Fortunately, the casket is lying flat.
Didn’t know you’d be burying someone today, did you? Daniel says, elbowing Walt in
the side.
Have some respect for the dead, will you! What’s wrong with you guys?
Come off it, José, Walt says, At least he fell right. It’s time to get to work.
They all stand up.
Sorry, Ma’am, Ron says, offering Eva his soiled hand.
Don’t worry. Eva shakes it. I’m just thankful you got him in the grave upright.
Uh, guys. You better take a look at this, Jo says.
Each of their heads extends over the hole again.
What does that say on the box?
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This—end—what is that, a “d”?
It’s dark down there. I can’t really see.
This end down, the second gravedigger slowly reads.
They each look at each other. He is in face down. They all look at Eva.
Eva turns sideways as her hand moves toward her hair line. She raises her other hand.
You got him the grave, she says, not looking at any of them. You got him in the grave.
Gravely subdued by the weight of the incident, each man on the construction crew returns
with a shovel to help the gravediggers fill in the hole; while Eva, the funeral director, and the
grounds manager stand back and watch. Jeffrey returns with a bandaged hand.
The hole is nearly half filled when the grounds manager gulps air as though he has just
forgotten something. The funeral ceremony, he says.
Eva looks at the funeral director. We hadn’t actually planned on any ceremony, she says.
I do not think that is what Bane would have wanted. But I suppose we could have a prayer.
The shovels stop, and each man bows his head respectfully. Eva offers a short prayer.
Dear Father, bless this man in this grave. May he rest in peace at last, in Jesus’ name, Amen. The
shovels resume motion again. When the hole is filled, the gravediggers stand back and let the
construction crew take over.
That was the fastest hole I’ve ever filled, the first gravedigger says, leaning on his shovel.
It usually isn’t like that, he says to the other.
Eva watches as the construction crew stakes out the section of road, transits the area, and
runs string lines. The foreman lifts a compactor out of the back of his truck and another uncoils a
hose from the cement truck.
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What is that for? Eva asks as the foreman drags the compactor to the hill of dirt that
marks Bane’s grave.
The foreman pulls its chord and strikes up the motor. We’ve got to pack the ground;
otherwise, it will eventually settle and the cement will crack. Jo sprays down the grave site as
Ron adjusts his gloves and steadies himself against the compactor’s unhallowed onslaught. He is
in the middle of compacting when he shouts to Jo, this soil’s got a lot of clay in it.
I can see that, Jo says.
This person is never going anywhere by the time we’re through with him.
Jo laughs. I’ve never poured a headstone before.
You mean a compound for the dead, Ron says.
They both smile at each other.
Ron’s arms shake hard as his machine pounds the ground flat. When Ron and Jo are
finished, the others spread gravel, Ron returns to his machine again, then they lay rebar; and
when that is done, they each pull on their rubber boots and gloves. Ron sets out his cement tools.
Finally, the cement truck moves into position and starts to pour. Cement avalanches down the
shoot; and in minutes, the pad is poured. Men slosh through gray mud, screed, and float. Eva
returns to her Mustang and lets Birdy out to relieve himself. Birdy leaps from the car and scuttles
off into the cemetery.
The mid-morning sun bears down on them. By the time the men begin to trowel, the
funeral director, grounds manager and others are already gone. Eva watches them move around
the hardening cement slab on knee pads. She watches them clean up their tools. She watches
them drive away.
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When there is no one else around and all is quiet, Eva kneels, bends over the drying
cement, lifts a small stick from the spattered grass, and, along the edge, slowly and carefully
engraves in short small letters the words Bane Jackson 1969-2028. When she is finished, she
stands up and surveys her work. She smiles at it.
Birdy dashes up to her, his tail wagging and his tongue hanging out. Eva crouches beside
him and roughs up his face. Is it time to go, boy? she asks. Her golden retriever sits in front of
her and awaits her lead. Eva looks back at her handiwork. There is a single paw print in the
cement next to Bane’s name. She frowns. Now look what you did, she says. She contemplates
smoothing it out but finally decides against it. Trying to trowel it out with a stick will only scar
the surface. It isn’t worth touching. She’ll just have to leave it. Eva stands. Come on, she says.
When she opens the door of her Mustang, Birdy hops in. Eva closes the door behind her
and turns the key. The Mustang’s motor whickers. Eva rubs Birdy’s head and neck. Let’s go
home. She stares at the newly poured gravesite through her reflection in the window, puts the car
into first gear, and drives off.
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entered the University of Idaho in the fall of 2012 without a scholarship; however, while
pursuing his Bachelor of Arts degree in English, he was reluctantly granted (despite his
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uncontestable high grades) the Grace V. Nixon Scholarship for Teaching English, during which
time his wife gave birth to their fourth son—benevolently paid for by the Pullman Hospital
Charity Fund.
In the fall of 2012, he entered the Graduate School at the University of Texas at El Paso
without a scholarship or a teaching assistantship (despite his unusual high grades) to pursue his
Master of Fine Arts degree in creative writing. Undeterred, he sought and obtained a teaching
assistantship from the department of English; and after pleading for a scholarship, he received
the Pan American Round Table of El Paso Scholarship his first year and a half-payment hardship
grant from the State of Texas his third year. While attending graduate school, he published
twenty-four pieces of writing including poems, short stories, nonfiction essays, and literary
articles in numerous unrecognized literary magazines and presented his academic essay “The
Tempest: Fighting the War on White Men” at the Alpha Chi National Convention in St. Louis,
Missouri, in the spring of 2014. He hopes to obtain a job when he graduates.
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